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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents the history of nature conservation and recreation in the 

Cairngorms area of the eastern Highlands of Scotland, over the century 1880- 

1980. An introductoiy chapter sets the scene by describing the observations of 

travellers, sportsmen and naturalists 'who visited the area from c.1770. The 

study then traces the history of the National Park debate in the Cairngorms area 

(and to an extent, in Scotland), the history of the National Forest Park ideal 

focusing in on Glenmore, and the history of two National Nature Reserves, 

including the Cairngorms NNR (the largest in Great Britain). Other chapters 

address, within an historical framework, the public nature conservation success 

story of the Osprey on Speyside; the nineteenth and twentieth century rights of 

way debate and the question of access to mountains and moorland; the 

development of Aviemore and the Spey Valley as a year-round recreational 

playground and winter sports centre. Photography and film-making are 

highlighted as mediums through which nature conservation and recreation have 

been legitimised and popularised for a mass audience outside the Cairngorms 

area. The thesis discusses the background to the present landuse conflicts that 

have dogged the Cairngorms area from 1980, and may prove helpful to land- 

managers and policymakers in government, conservation and recreation bodies, 

as it charts the remarkable degree of change in attitudes to nature conservation 

and recreation witnessed in the Cairngorms. Recreation has always been seen to 

directly benefit more people, but it is the quality of the environment that 

supports that recreation. The Cairngorms represent a case study in this kind of 

conflict, which over the past century has become increasingly common in the 

UK, Europe and North America. The work is a contribution to the construction 

of a modem environmental history of Great Britain.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is concerned with the origins and development of nature 

conservation and recreation in the Cairngorms (the eastern Scottish Highlands) 

during the century from 1880-1980. The bulk of the study is founded upon 

documentary-based environmental history as the work examines man’s 

changing attitudes to wildlife and to the use, appreciation and protection of 

upland and forest environments. Additionally, the study contains elements of 

social history, economic history and the history of human perceptions o f the 

natural world as gained by first-hand experience or through an exposure to 

photography and wildlife film-making. Even though each chapter has its own 

intellectual logic and coherence as it deals with the development of a particulai' 

conservation or recreation ideal, the central problem which all the chapters 

examine is the extraordinary degree of change in attitudes to nature and the use 

of the land that has taken place in the Cairngorms from 1880. Although 

farming, forestry and the traditional sporting estates continue to play a valuable 

economic and social role in the Cairngorms area today, the twentieth century 

has seen the emergence, arguably even the dominance, o f two powerfiil and 

competing landuses: nature conservation and popular recreation. However, 

although these landuses were not institutionalised until the twentieth century, 

they did not merely spring onto the Cairngorm scene in the modem era as is too 

often assumed. Rather, they evolved as distinct ideals, and have a poorly 

understood history that goes back to the second half of the nineteenth century at
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least, and in the case of the earliest origins of the visitor tradition, back to the 

late eighteenth century.

It is important that we understand that nature conservation and recreation 

have a history; this will allow us to begin to understand the complex origins of 

the issues that lie behind the competing demands of access, nature 

conservation, recreation and traditional landuses in the modem era. Such 

landuse conflicts have become increasingly common in the UK over the past 

century and indeed, in Europe and North America. The Cairngorms now 

represent the most public and bitter manifestation of these conflicts in the UK.

The challenge to write this history came from a realisation that despite the 

enormous public interest in the Cairngorms over the last two decades, there had 

been no dispassionate historical study of the history of any landuses in the 

Cairngorms prior to 1980. So much has been written about the period after 

1980 that a well-known environmental campaigner has commented that a new 

Munro (a mountain over 3,000 feet) of material has been produced on the 

subject.' There was, however, no concrete understanding of why there was no 

National Park in the Cairngorms before, why a National Nature Reserve and 

National Forest Park were established there, how the area was developed as a 

year-round tourist resort and recreational playground, and how the early histoiy 

of rambling, mountaineering and skiing hinged around the question of access 

into this admired mountainous region which challenged the rights of landed 

interest.



vil

This thesis is largely based on primary research conducted in twenty-one

different manuscript, photographic and cartographic archives across the UK.

Considerable use has been made of the archival holdings of the landowners,

nature conservation/access/heritage organisations and official bodies that have

played a key role in shaping the developmental direction that conservation and

recreation took in the Cairngorms after 1880 [see Bibliography], The majority

of this archival material has never been studied or analysed before; hence it is

hoped that my work will be seen a contribution to an understanding of the

modem environmental histoiy of Great Britain. In writing up this archival

material I have held the 1835 thoughts of Hugh Miller (the Cromarty

stonemason and geologist) close to my heart:

“I have seriously resolved not to be tedious, unless I cannot help 
it; and so, if  I do not prove amusing, it will only be because I am 
unfortunate enough to be dull. I shall have the merit of doing my 
best, and what writer ever did more.”^

Some research problems were encountered. One landowner in Strathspey, 

despite several entreaties, refused access to private papers, but much of the 

material apparently held there proved to be duplicated elsewhere. Due to the 

present sensitive political and environmental debates concerning a funicular 

railway on Cairn Gorm, the Cairngorm Chairlift Company refused access to any 

material that they had relating to the development activities of their forerunner 

bodies in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, but again, some of this material was 

located in other archival deposits. Some official records held in the public 

domain were closed under the thirty-year rule, but advance permission ensured
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that I had access to minutes and papers into the mid-1970s at least, which left 

only a five-year research blank. In my dealings with those people who shaped 

government and agency policy in the Cairngorms during the inter-war years and 

after, I have sought to blend material derived from oral history interviews with 

archival material in order to present fact, and not to be overly judgemental and 

cause offence to those still living. It has been necessary to place some 

incidental information in the endnotes to each chapter, especially that pertaining 

to the representation of agencies and organisations on investigative committees, 

or biographical details about individuals mentioned in the main text. I have 

sought to draw comprehensive conclusions at the end of all of the chapters, 

especially as some just address the origins and development o f a single ideal or 

reserve. Many of the chapters are, however, inter-related and cross-references 

are provided in the text. At the end of the thesis I have consciously veered away 

from the repetition of conclusions already drawn in the text, and instead, have 

sought to provide a ‘Postcript’ which offers a brief opportunity to step back and 

place this history in context.

It has also been my wish to respond to the rallying cries for the production 

of good, accessible and thoroughly researched British environmental history. 

These calls can, I believe, be traced as far back as 1864 when George P. Marsh 

predicted the birth of the subject in the nineteenth century;

. . within a comparatively short space, there will be an 
accumulation of well established constant and historical facts, 
from which we can safely reason upon all the relations of action 
and reaction between man and external nature.”^
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Marsh spoke too soon; indeed, over a hundred years later (in 1972) John

Stewart Collis called for the publication of a “monumental study . . .  linking the

history of mankind and his civilizations with the reactions of Nature”. He

believed that the human species had only just “become aware that such history

is the most important of all, and perhaps the kind of history that we can learn

from”/  In the mid-1970s when John Sheail wrote on the development of nature

conservation in Great Britain, he also mused on the importance to the historian

of a comprehensive archival record preserved by ‘individuals, societies and

official departments’ within the environmental movement. In a small way, back

in 1976, he perhaps even envisaged the completion of a thesis such as this:

“We do not know what questions the historian of the environment 
will be asking in ten, thirty, or fifty years’ time, but his 
dependence on documentary evidence will be no less than it is 
today. As responsible members of the nature conservation 
movement, we have perhaps a moral duty to help him in his 
task.”'
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CHAPTER ONE

THE DISCOVERY OF THE CAIRNGORMS:
EARLY VISITORS AND VICTORIAN TOURISTS

The remit of this first chapter is to trace the history of recreation in the 

Cairngorms from the middle decades of the eighteenth century up to the last 

two decades of the nineteenth century. The primary focus will be on recreation 

and literary tours in Scotland, as only after 1870 were comprehensive 

investigations and surveys made of the natural history of the Cairngorms 

despite some pioneering work being done in the area by botanists as far back as 

the 1770s. The earliest manifestation of a nature conservation ethic in the 

Cairngorms came during the second half of the nineteenth century, as the 

Grants of Rothiemurchus sought to offer protection to the Ospreys breeding on 

their estate, but that is the subject o f a distinct chapter. In the last three decades 

of the eighteenth century, a clear taste developed within educated élite and 

middle class society in England and Lowland Scotland, for travel literature 

firom the uplands of ‘North Britain’ (which in its widest definition included the 

English Lakes, Northumberland, the Border country and Highland Perthshire). 

The thrust o f these early literary tours into Scotland was curious investigation 

in matters pertaining to geography, manners and customs, the state of local 

agriculture and estate management, little known antiquities and some aspects of 

natural history. ‘ However, if  Scotland as a whole witnessed the start of 

recreational tours in the period after 1770, the professional, leisured and literary



men who made these journeys north did not venture past Highland Perthshire in 

numbers that could be claimed to have established a visitor trend until after the 

1820s and 1830s. Indeed, the message here is that the Cairngorms were not 

truly ‘discovered’ as a recreational area for the traveller until the middle 

decades of the nineteenth century, although sporting visitors and some 

adventurous travellers had visited in the 1780s, 1790s and early nineteenth 

century. It is important that a distinction is also made between the visitor or 

traveller who came to the Cairngorms before 1830, and the tourists who came 

to the area in increasingly large numbers after the 1860s, who by the 1880s and 

1890s were seen to represent a Victorian manifestation of mass tourism.

Certain key changes in the overall development of recreation in the 

Cairngorms need to be stressed here. Much of the tourist discovery of the 

mountains came on the back of the rail service north to Aviemore in the mid- 

1860s; better roads and carriage services had similarly facilitated a widening in 

the ease of access after 1770. Sport (deer stalking, grouse shooting and fishing) 

had developed from being a visitor activity in the late eighteenth century, into a 

major industry in the second half of the nineteenth century conducted with the 

full support of the estates. Tourism in the Cairngorms became an organised 

industry after 1860 becoming routine, even vulgar by the late nineteenth 

century, whereas in the period 1770-1830 it had been, in its earliest phase, an 

adventurous experience for the individual traveller. This adventuring, 

pioneering experience in the Cairngorms was, in part, recovered by the 

devotees of a new sport (mountaineering) after the 1880s, who retreated to the



high ground to seek a sanctuary away from the growing popularity and 

vulgarity of mass tourism on the low ground. Finally, the scientific exploration 

of the Cairngorms has been a part of visitors’ tours of investigation from the 

start, but from 1770 to 1870 (that is, from James Robertson to John Harvie- 

Brown) the nature of that research has become more comprehensive, more 

expert and finer-grained. With these changes in mind, the ‘discovery’ of the 

Cairngorms can now be examined in greater detail.

In the last decades of the eighteenth century and at the start of the 

nineteenth century, the visitor to the Cairngorms area was most likely to be a 

sportsman or traveller-adventurer, a pioneer upon whose subsequent 

observations and descriptions o f landscape and plentiful game a fledgling 

Highland tourist industry would base itself. Colonel Thomas Thornton of 

Thomville Royal was perhaps the best known of these earliest visitors and led 

the English sporting invasion into the Highlands of Scotland, especially of 

Badenoch and Strathspey. Access north in the late eighteenth century was via 

the militaty road from Perth to Inverness that had been built in 1729 and joined 

up at Dalnaspidal; this road was maintained by the military until 1814, when 

that task was taken over by road commissioners. A coach service north fi-om 

Perth did not become regular until 1806, with two services per week, the 

journey lasting two days; prior to this, the visitor to the Cairngorms would have 

had to either provide his/her own transport, or be willing to hire a coach in 

Edinburgh, Stirling or Perth to complete the journey north. By 1845 railway 

‘mania’ had seized Scotland and in the ensuing decades the development of a



rail network facilitated far easier access north past Perth and the Perthshire 

Highlands.^ A direct rail line from London to Perth (through Edinburgh) was 

opened in 1848, and in 1850 the line was extended to Aberdeen. However, it 

must be emphasised that the visitor could not get to Aviemore by train until 

1863/4. As late as the 1860s though, travel to the Cairngorms was challenging, 

arduous and unpredictable.

The Sporting Visitor

The date of Thornton’s ‘Sporting Tour’ has never been precisely known,

although it is now commonly accepted as having taken place in 1786, with a 

brief reconnaissance trip to Invemess-shire in 1783 or 1784, where he perhaps 

first made the acquaintance of many of his future hosts, including the laird of 

Rothiemurchus. Colonel Thornton’s place in the development o f Field Sports in 

Great Britain is assured, for he was a falconer of some repute, enjoyed running 

with the hounds, was a keen fisherman and was a prodigious athlete who 

enjoyed a sporting bet.^ The journal o f his ‘Sporting Tour’ was not published 

until 1804 and was prone to wild exaggeration and lapses in factual detail. It 

received a vitriolic review from a young Edinburgh lawyer, Walter Scott, in 

The Edinburgh Review, who found the Colonel to be the natural enemy of good 

taste, scandalous in his behaviour towards women, wholly unsporting in his 

treatment o f game (Scott was particularly concerned with the “childish” and 

“murderously bloody” pastime of falconry), and prone to describe topography 

using plagiarised phrases from Thomas Pennant and Thomas Gray. Scott found 

the book to be tedious:



“because it contains a long, minute and prolific account of every 
grouse or blackcock which had the honour to fall by the gun of 
our literary sportsman — of every pike which gorged his bait — 
of every bird which was pounced by his hawks — of every 
blunder which was made by his servants — and o f every bottle 
which was drunk by himself and his friends.”'*

Despite such criticism, Thornton does offer a unique if slightly eccentric view

of the Cairngorms in the late eighteenth century, from a visitor’s point of view.

He certainly liked what he saw of the Scottish Highlands, concluding:

“I cannot better repay my obligations to that romantic country, for 
the amusement it has afforded me, than by recommending its 
highly-varied charms to the notice of future travellers.”

Thornton’s prose extends to topographical descriptions of the Drumochter

hills. Loch “Petulichge” [Pityoulish], Loch “Inch” [Insh], Loch “Neiland”

[Loch an Eilein], “Rothemurcos” [Rothiemurchus], “Kingcraig” [Kincraig],

Loch “Baugh” [Vaa], and of the “vale of Fische” [Glen Feshie] with its

“extreme wild view”. Speaking of the Forest of “Guiack” [Gaick], he offered

his English readers a succinct explanation of a Highland deer forest:

“A forest here differs from our idea of one in England; in general 
they mean large hills, having good grass; they are kept 
undisturbed, and of course, the red deer being quick, prefer these 
boundaries, but not a tree is to be seen.”

Colonel Thornton was particularly taken with the scenic beauty of

Rothiemurchus, and in particular, Loch an Eilein, and thus stands as a direct

forerunner of the many Victorian travellers who would gather at this part of the

Cairngorms to find tranquillity and seclusion. Witness Thornton:

“. . . to the north is a forest composed of firs and junipers, and 
filled with roebucks and stags, whose foliage may well be said, by 
its thickness to be impenetrabile nullo astro as is the delightful 
Glenmore, where, I believe, the trees are still larger than



Rothemurcos forest. So highly were we pleased with this 
heavenly scene, the very finest I think in Scotland, that we did not 
regard its growing late. In fact, it is such a charming spot, that I 
must strongly recommend it to all travellers into these parts; and 
to ladies as well as gentlemen.”

He was similarly charmed with the view from “Avemore” [Aviemore]

where, “the opposite hills are covered, almost to the very skies, with immense

forests of fir, and Glenmore and Rothemurcos woods, about seven or eight

miles broad and twelve or fourteen long, give a melancholy shade to the pearl-

coloured mountains around them”. Thornton did venture up onto the high tops

of the Cairngorms, up through Glen “Ennoch” [Einich], and he noted

“ptarmigant” [ptarmigan] (“but here they swarm”), although he was more

concerned with the reaction of his travelling party to the immensity of the

Cairngorm scene:

“it is impossible to describe the astonishment of the whole party 
when they perceived themselves on the brink of that frightful 
precipice, which separated them from the lake below! They 
remained motionless a considerable time, equally struck with 
admiration and horror.”

By the shores of Loch Insh, the aesthete Thornton mused on what was 

necessary for the full enjoyment o f a glorious visual scene, and concluded that 

it depended upon who was with you, the nature of the weather, “and finally on 

the sensations of the admirer, who will perceive, more or less beauties, 

according as those sensations are, or are not, in unison with the scenery”. 

Returning that day to Rothiemurchus, he felt that “no effect of art can possibly 

equal this terrestrial paradise . . .  we preceeded on, scarcely speaking . . .  to the 

right the murmuring Spey glides in curling eddies.” He also spent a morning



fishing on Loch “Alva” [Alvie] with some local lairds, observing, “morning

heavenly, Aurora peeping over the immense Cairngorms”. Thornton’s final

recommendation to future travellers to the region was to undertake a horse ride

along the Spey Valley:

“I would, in this case, recommend the following route: firom 
Pitmain take the road to Avemore, which is to be continued till 
you come opposite where the road turns off to the right; this leads 
to the ferry [over the Spey], firom thence get a guide to Loch 
Neiland, which again turns off the road to the right, a mile on this 
side of Rothemurcos, and I pronounce this to be one of the very 
first rides in the world.

Sir Herbert Maxwell, in his introduction to the 1896 Sportsman’s Library 

edition of the ‘Sporting Tour’ believed that if the credit for opening up the 

Highlands to the ordinary tourist is given to Walter Scott, then Colonel 

Thornton “anticipated him in disclosing their unsuspected attractions for the 

sportsman . . .  the wealth of sport opened to the travellers, the freedom to angle, 

shoot and hawk where and when they pleased . . . must have rendered their 

progress one to be vastly enjoyed”.̂

From Colonel Thornton then we have some of the finest landscape 

descriptions of the Cairngorms in the 1780s, and often this aspect of his writing 

is ignored. He was obviously a great admirer of the Cairngorm mountains and, 

indeed, all the scenery he had passed through on his route north from 

Perthshire; in 1802, he toured France during the Peace of Amiens and often 

compared the forested landscape to what he had seen in the Scottish Highlands, 

in particular, in the Grampians.’ Thornton was a cavalier and brash individual, 

and the “arrival of the Colonel and his firiends must have struck the natives as
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the descent of a little army, and the cavalcade, as it wound its way among the

hills, must have created quite a sensation”.® The Colonel journeyed into

Badenoch carrying a precious load of perch in a kettle with which he hoped to

stock the local lochs, including those at Rothiemurchus. This introduction

scheme met with certain logistical problems on the road north, and the Colonel

sought local help:

“The kettle having been found very inconvenient, on account of 
the water splashing out at every j o l t . . .  I wished to hire a person 
to carry it on foo t . . .  I proposed it to several peasants, but taking 
advantage of our necessity, they had the conscience to ask me 
eight days wages.”®

He retired to France in 1815 after a series of public legal batt les ,and  died

in Paris in March 1823, but his story was resurrected in the middle of the

twentieth century by Michael Brander who set off ‘On the Trail of Colonel

Thornton’ across Great Britain in 1959. Brander sought to identify the

discrepancies as well as parallels and contrasts, between the scenes described

by Thornton and those in 1959; he found the Cairngorms of the late 1950s to be

a public playground for all types of recreational activity run by various

organisations (“a cockpit of committees”); he found the litter problem to be

quite intolerable, and offered a witty description of the visitors’ desire to see the

Ospreys at Loch Garten:

“Cars were lined up nose to tail on the roads leading to the site 
and the scene was more reminiscent of a Bank Holiday crowd on 
Hampstead Heath than bird-watching in the Highlands . . .  It was 
rather like queueing to see ‘What the Butler Saw’ on the pier at 
Brighton, and one of the watchers kept up a somewhat 
condescending patter of explanation . . . ”



Brander met with Lieutenant-Colonel J.R Grant of Rothiemurchus, and 

both men agreed that Colonel Thornton was probably the biggest sporting liar 

unhung." There were other pioneering sporting visitors to the Cairngorms in the 

late eighteenth century, although none have left such a full account of their 

exploits as Thornton has. Writing in 1931 for the Highland Handbook series, 

John Bulloch argued that Colonel Thornton had to fight with Colonel George 

Gordon of Invertromie and Charles Fyshe Palmer (MP for Reading) to gain a 

sporting foothold in Badenoch, and to curry favour with the local lairds. At the 

end of the eighteenth century obtaining a suitable property in the area to rent 

during the sporting season was a pressing concern for a visiting sportsman in an 

expanding and competitive lease market. In September 1794, George Gordon 

wrote from Killiehuntly of his plans for the coming week; “we shall take a ride 

to-morrow . . .  and fish Loch Guinach on Tuesday, and I hope to reach Kinrara 

on Wednesday, fish with Rothiemurchus on Friday, and start for Gordon Castle 

about Tuesday sen’nighf’. Around 1794, Charles Palmer was renting a house at 

“Kennakyle” [Kinakyle] and was caught in a rent dispute with Grant of 

Rothiemurchus, whom he referred to in a letter to William Tod (the Duke of 

Gordon’s factor in Lochaber and Badenoch) as a “damned rogue”; Palmer was 

later in trouble with the Duke himself for the illegal hunting of roebuck in 

“Glenmoor” [Glenmore]. The dispute with the laird of Rothiemurchus seemed 

to rumble on for some years and centred on the sale o f furnishings and the price 

of com in transactions between the two protagonists.’̂  These legal disputes 

between the estate owners and sporting tenants were probably not unusual,



10

especially in an era when a growing amount of profit could be made from the 

sporting visitor and his retinue, in the local provision of accommodation, the 

hire of horses and guides and the sale of foodstuffs from the estate. As the 

nineteenth century wore on, these sporting rents became highly inflated, as 

fishing, deer stalking and grouse shooting became both fashionable and a test of 

character and social standing.

For instance, Rothiemurchus became a deer forest in 1843 and shortly 

afterwards the laird introduced some red deer from Mar, releasing them into the 

woods near Loch an Eilein. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 

Badenoch and Strathspey, and Deeside (to a lesser extent), became less isolated, 

and the sporting visitor could enjoy easier access to Cairngorm estates such as 

Rothiemurchus from improvements made to the carriage roads north, and in the 

1860s by the development of the rail line north from Perth to Inverness. By the 

1880s and 1890s the estates were organised on a much greater commercial 

basis. The 1896 sporting season on Rothiemurchus Estate yielded 92 stags, 

54 hinds, 14 roe deer, 108 brace of red grouse, and eight brace of black grouse; 

the average weight of 70 stags being fourteen stone. The commercial 

advertisement, the ‘Particulars o f Rothiemurchus Deer Forest, Inverness-shire, 

1898’ boasted of the comfort of Drumintoul Lodge built in 1878 to 

accommodate the sporting visitor, and of the extent of the deer forest (over

19,000 acres with 3,000 acres of hill and wood). For the annual rent of £1,750 

(payable in two instalments), the tenant could shoot a limit o f 70 stags, “but the 

proprietor invariably allows the tenant to kill a few more”; could fish for
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salmon and trout along five miles of the Spey, “the right extends to the upper 

reach for three days a week, and the lower the other three days”; all game was 

to be taken “in a fair and sportsmanlike manner”. Guests using Drumintoul 

Lodge in 1898 would find that it had four public rooms, twelve family 

bedrooms and eight servants’ bedrooms, along with stables, kennels, a kitchen 

garden and even a tennis lawn; it was said to “command one of the finest views 

in the Highlands”.

Elizabeth Grant wrote a great deal about the many visitors who came to 

stay or dine at the Doime of Rothiemurchus, and of how it was accepted custom 

that neighbouring estates (in this case, Kinrara and Balavil) would 

accommodate some sporting guests during the busiest autumn weeks on 

Rothiemurchus when the Doune was full. Naturally, the Grants reciprocated 

this hospitable gesture to help out other local lairds and their families. One gets 

the impression that the authoress found these many visitors to be, on the one 

hand, an exciting influx of personalities and viewpoints, but also somewhat of a 

‘necessary curse’ to be endured. This from 1812 about guests from England and 

Scotland:

“Visitors poured in as usual; no one then ever passed a friend’s 
house in the highlands, nor was it ever thought necessary to send 
invitations on the one part, or to give information on the other; 
the doors were open literally, for ours had neither lock nor bolt, 
and people came in sure of a hearty welcome and good cheer.”*'̂

In the 1830s the Duchess of Bedford held a number of sporting rents in the 

Cairngorms. In April 1832 she started to construct a carriage road around Loch 

an Eilein, and asked permission to remove some trees that were in her way.^^
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Her lover, Edwin Landseer made a number of visits to the Donne of

Rothiemurchus, where he sketched at various locations on the estate/^ Although

always fond of the lands of Rothiemurchus, the Duchess is best known for her

love of Glen Feshie, which she came to view as her own secret retreat, as she

communicated to The Mackintosh of Mackintosh in November 1838:

“I now enclose a draft for the shooting at Kincraig and Glen 
Feshie. I hope next year to see you there and show you what a 
little Paradise I have in that lovely Glen, as I flatter myself I 
improve it every year.”*’

Glen Feshie had been made a deer forest in 1833 by Edward Ellice MP; the 

nearby Glenmore was made a deer forest in 1856 by the Duke of Richmond and 

Gordon, who moved fifteen families off the land in the process .William 

Collie describes his first job working as a ghillie and stalker for the Duchess of 

Bedford in Glen Feshie from 1848 to 1854, and indirectly provides some 

insights into the lifestyles of some of the sporting tenants who rented shooting 

and fishing rights in the Cairngorm area.^  ̂The sporting attraction of an estate 

such as Glen Feshie (which in 1868 was said to extend to almost 5,600 acres) 

remained strong across the second half of the nineteenth centuiy and into the 

early decades of the twentieth century; The Mackintosh received £1,175 for a 

sporting rent of the deer forest over a year from 1915 to 1916.̂ ®

A.E. Knox spent some autumn seasons at Gordon Castle from 1865 to 

1868, principally in pursuit of the salmon on the Spey, which he described as 

“this glorious river”. His 1872 collection of sporting stories Autumns On The 

Spey, reveal his own interest in describing landscape and geographical features,
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alongside his desire to convey the sporting attractions o f the Spey Valley to the

reader. The train ride north from Kingussie was especially admired:

. . and the traveller, while sitting at his ease in a coupé of the 
Limited Mail train, may enjoy for many miles one of the finest 
panoramic views of romantic scenery that the British Islands can 
afford . . .  an extensive valley advancing towards the north, 
through which the Spey meanders for many miles in the midst o f 
most magnificent scenery.”

There are echoes of Colonel Thornton’s landscape prose in Knox’s search

for the picturesque (which he found only at Kinrara) and his keen sporting eye

for aspects o f natural histoiy. The frontispiece contains a charming painting by

J. Wolf entitled ‘Otherwise Engaged’, depicting a sportsman with gun, leaning

against a Scots Pine, enthralled by a flock of nine Scottish Crossbills nearby.

Knox came to the Spey Valley to fish, and it was to the river and his sport that

he dedicated a verse, a flavour of which follows:

“Oh, tell me, kind angels, why is it.
When hundreds of miles far away 
That often in dreams I revisit 
The banks of the glorious Spey?

If  I’ve any particular wish
Since my hair has grown grizzled and grey.
Why it is to be able to fish 
Every year till I die, in the Spey.

And when the grim tyrant draws near,
And life’s breath is ebbing away.
May all that is left of me here 
Repose on the banks of the Spey.” *̂

W.L. Calderwood of Edinburgh, in his monumental survey of fishing on

Scottish rivers published in 1909, paid tribute to the great sport to be had on

Deeside and Speyside across the Victorian era. He did, however, identify some
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environmental concerns about the health of the Speyside fisheiy in particular, 

finding that sewage was being put into the river at Newtonmore “by a long pipe 

carried in a mound across the local golf course”; that the waste “pot ale” or 

“burnt ale” from the first distillation in the process of whisky making was also 

being put into the Spey along its course; and finally, he considered that the 

practice of netting salmon on the Spey at the coast was having a deleterious 

effect on the more gentlemanly sport to be had upstream on the Cairngorm 

fishing beats Across all of the nineteenth century, the Spey was admired for 

its scenic beauty as well as its sporting interest. Lionel Hinxman of HM 

Geological Survey brought scientific investigation to the banks of the river in 

the last years of the 1890s, believing his work to be unique, in that “the 

physiography and geological history of the river Spey present several points of 

interest which, as far as I am aware, have not been discussed by previous 

writers on the Physical Geography of Scotland”.̂ ^

The Late Eighteenth Century Visitors

Another type of visitor started to come to the Cairngorms area in the last

decades of the eighteenth century, distinct from the sporting visitor, and keen to 

travel, observe and describe the people, scenery and customs that they 

encountered; these visitors often produced journals of travel which later no 

doubt fuelled Victorian visitors with a keen desire to visit the area. The factors 

that drove these pioneering men (and woman, in one instance) north past Perth 

and Stirling into the eastern Highlands at this time, are varied. Certainly, some 

came to visit family or friends in the north; others were imbued with a self
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confessed wish to investigate; some were much taken with contemporary

aesthetic theoiy as popularised in text by William Gilpin and other writers on

the picturesque and sublime. Gilpin had journeyed north to Blair Atholl (and no

further) in 1776, and found that the adorned grandeur of parks, woods, lakes

and lawns of a typical southern English scene were not missed, or desired, in a

sublime Highland landscape that blended the pleasurable sensations or terror,

danger, mystery and wonder; the whole vista was awe-inspiring. It was Gilpin’s

opinion that the mountains formed the predominant picturesque component of

the Highland view, especially in their immensity, colouring and the way in

which they could frame a vista: “This whole vast distance, both of Strathem,

and of the vale of Tay, is bounded by mountains; as the Scotch views in general

are, which add both ornament, and dignity to them”. Gilpin wished to visit the

uplands north of Dunkeld (up into the Grampians) but was prevented from

doing so, much to his dismay.

“These wastes we wished much to visit; and should have found 
great amusement in traversing their extensive boundaries, and 
examining their various inhabitants . . . but so wide are these 
domains, that we were informed we might have travelled twenty 
or thirty miles, before we could have gratified our curiosity.”

In a sense, Gilpin’s descriptions of lands he did not see, lying north of 

Killiecrankie, must have whetted the appetite and driven the curiosity of many 

future travellers who resolved to go on further north, although even up to 1830, 

few travellers in any numbers cared to venture past the romantic scenery of 

Highland Perthshire which was safely believed to represent the most 

magnificent and picturesque scenery in Scotland. Witness Gilpin:
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“The pass of Killiecranky began now to open, which is the great 
entrance into the highlands in these parts; and may be called the 
Caledonian Thermopyle; tho indeed what are generally called the 
highlands, as I observed, begin at Dunkeld. This pass forms a 
very magnificent scene. The vailles, as we approach it, are 
beautiful.” '̂̂

However, Deeside could claim to have hosted the first ever Cairngorm 

tourist, when John Taylor was invited to Braemar as a guest of the Earl of Mar, 

and later published an account of his experiences and observations in 1630. 

Taylor’s journey in July 1618 ‘The Pennyless Pilgrimage’, contained few actual 

descriptions of landscape, save this o f the Braemar district, given before he 

headed off into “Bagenoch” [Badenoch] and “a strong house . . . called 

Ruthven”:

“Thus with extreme travell, ascending and descending, mounting 
and alighting, I came at night to the place where I would be, in 
the Brea of Marr, which is a large country, all composed of such 
mountaines . . . that . . . Highgate hill, Hampsted hill . . .  or 
Malvemes hi l l . . .  are but mole-hills in comparison . . .  in respect 
of the altitude of their tops, or perpendicularitie of their bottomes.
There I saw Mount Benawne, with a furr’d mist upon his snowie 
head instead of a night cap.”^̂

This was a unique and isolated record of travel from the seventeenth century; it 

would not be until the 1760s and 1770s that the earliest batch of northern tours 

o f scientific investigation were taken into the Cairngorm area, by the likes of 

Thomas Pennant,^^ the doctor Thomas Garnett^’ and the botanist James 

Robertson.^* These first tours had a rigorous investigative purpose to them, 

whereas the tours taken from the middle of the nineteenth century were mainly 

founded on pleasure seeking and the romantic tradition, and it was these later



17

tours that became an integral part of the late Victorian tourist discovery of 

regions such as Deeside and Strathspey from the 1860s and 1870s.

Yet, perhaps the most remarkable traveller to have come to the Cairngorms

across any century, was the Honourable Mrs. Murray of Kensington, who first

came in 1796 and later in 1801. She stands in time as an exceptional and unique

pioneering lady of travel, both admiring and critical o f the landscape through

which she passed, and a prodigious recorder of the detail of accommodation

standards and the health of Highland estates. It is worthy of note, that in the

1930s the popular travel writer H.V. Morton paid tribute to her enthusiasm and

energy thus; “With the eye of a hawk and the campaigning spirit of Hannibal

plus Caesar plus Napoleon, she drove her coach right into and over the

Highlands; and nothing could frighten or deter her or blunt her stupendous

curiosity . . .  What a woman This is her first sight o f Rothiemurchus and the

Cairngorms on the 1796 tour:

“On the opposite side of the river stands Rothamurchus, 
beautifully situated, bounded by crags, and near the river’s edge.
The crags around Rothamurchus are covered with wood, and the 
verdant meads are ornamented with fine trees; and the house is 
within sight of Caimgouram mountains, whose hollow cliffs are 
filled with never-melting snow. The cap of winter upon the crown 
of the luxuriant smiling summer below, was a contrast I had never 
before beheld, and I was delighted with it.” °̂

She later mentioned that, “Caimgouram produces the finest Scotch 

pebbles”, which can be taken as a reference to Cairngorm Crystals, which over 

the course o f the nineteenth centuiy attracted many Victorian jewel hunters onto 

the high tops to seek them, and Scottish Topaz, for small personal profit.^* On



18

her 1796 visit, Sarah Murray stayed in the inn at Aviemore, and although 

charmed by the view jfrom there of the distant Cairngorms, found the filth and 

smoke in the house to be quite unbearable; . . It was impossible to breakfast 

at Aviemore Inn . . . ” she declared. On her second night there, she could not 

sleep and confided that it was the worst inn (aside from the King’s House on 

the Glen Coe road) that she had ever visited; “All out o f doors, however, is 

beautiful”.̂  ̂ Few visitors have ever been charmed by the town of Aviemore, 

even in the 1790s. Murray returned to Speyside in 1801 for two weeks and 

spent some time at the Doune of Rothiemurchus with Jane, Duchess of Gordon 

and Lady Georgina, “scrambling awhile in this bewitching sylvan scene”. 

Murray noted the extremely fine echo off the Loch an Eilein castle walls; 

thrilled at a ride up Glen Einich where she tumbled from her horse (“it has the 

wildest rocks and mountains about it I ever saw”); thought Loch Gamhna to be 

“beautiful”; and urged the visitor to seek out “a cluster of small lakes in the 

midst of the firwoods”. She rode up onto the Cairngorm plateau, and “rode 

through Glenmore and entered the firwoods of Rothiemurchus, which are in 

extent 16 square miles . . . ”. Murray was one of the first writers to ever describe 

the high tops though, believing the view from atop Cairn Gorm itself, to be 

“very extensive, and the sublimity and terrific grandeur of the prospect, on the 

side towards Braemar, cannot be described . . . ”. Even Ptarmigan caught her eye 

on the summits:

“The top of Cairngorm, for the extent of three or four miles, is 
covered by an irregular bed of large loose stones, having not a 
grain o f soil upon them. This rough bed is a favourite haunt for
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ptarmagen, which when flying, are the most beautiful birds I ever 
saw, and their feathers are elegantly marked . .

Sarah Murray wrote much about the state of the Rothiemurchus woods, and

became unexpectedly attached to them:

“The grandeur and sublimity of such venerable extensive woods 
cannot be conceived, when the eye has been accustomed only to 
plantations of firs; and till I saw the natural growth of pines in the 
Loch Leven Glen, Braemar, Rothiemurchus and Rannoch, I 
disliked a fir wood excessively, which from stiffness, is quite the 
reverse of picturesque. Mr. Grant annually cuts down, perhaps 
£1,500 worth o f timber, and yet, when riding through his woods, 
not a tree to the eye is missing.”^̂

Few readers of her first travelogue published in 1799, could disagree with 

her claim to have “seen Scotland, and its natural beauties, more completely than 

any other individual. I was alone, nor did I limit myself as to time. I took great 

pains to see every thing worth seeing . . .  of exploring almost every famous 

glen, mountain pass and cataract. .

From the middle of the eighteenth century, some of the great Cairngorm 

estates began to commission the drawing of estate maps, as a direct result of the 

involvement o f many of them in commercial woodland ventures, and spurred 

on by the earlier mapping work in the Highlands by William Roy from 

1747-1755, and Daniel Paterson in 1746. These maps also in part symbolised 

the arrival of the ‘outside world’ in Badenoch and Strathspey. A small plan of 

Glenmore was produced in 1762 by the surveyor, William Anderson, while the 

Duke of Gordon was resident in Geneva.^^ Two later maps of Glenmore and 

Kincardine were produced around 1766 and in the 1770s that were more 

detailed, describing mountains, lochs, the age of woodland and the rate at
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which it was regenerating. One includes the notation: “A remarkable hill called 

Cairn Gorm”.̂*̂ By the middle of the nineteenth century estate maps had been 

produced for Abemethy Forest.^’ Although the majority of those early maps 

(pre-1850) have more to do with estate management and government survey 

than with visitors and recreation, it should not be forgotten that the mere act of 

mapping constitutes a principal element in the human taming of a wilderness 

area. A first edition of the Ordnance Survey (OS) map of the Abemethy area 

was not produced until 1868; a second edition followed in 1900.

The Nineteenth Century Traveller and Tourist

Following in the footsteps of the very earliest travellers in the northern and

eastern Highlands in the second half of the eighteenth century, came a new 

wave of adventurers, travellers and investigators, who did not just focus on the 

sporting benefits of the Highlands, but sought to understand the manners and 

customs of the people they encountered as well as to describe the landscapes (in 

an increasingly romantic fashion as the centuiy wore on) through which they 

passed. They came north, in growing numbers after 1840, to search out “the 

simple magnificence of nature, exhibiting in sublime variety her stupendous 

monuments”; that visual balance and symmetry between the stark nakedness of 

the hills and the glorious beauty of the woods that clothed them. Some could 

also write in the words of a late twentieth centuiy ‘get away from it all’ 

mentality:

“They left without sorrow to its anxious inhabitants the ceaseless 
noise of carriages, the continual movement of busy feet and of 
feverish tongues, and those harassing tumults of the breast, which
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produce great wealth and splendour, but neither contentment or 
gratification.”

J. Mawman in the summer of 1804 caught his first glimpse o f the Scottish 

Highlands, as he “advanced into a bold-featured, majestic, desolate country, 

where we first beheld the Highlands, sweeping along in that wild state of nature 

which produces an impression perfectly new to an untravelled Englishman. 

Here the tourist forcibly seizes their true character”.̂® Writing about Strathspey 

in its entirety in 1848, Robert Somers picked up on the desolate theme, 

believing that “fertility and barrenness are here seen in closer contiguity than in 

other districts”. His tour in the autumn of 1847, at the end of the two hardest 

Highland Famine years of 1846 and 1847, found that there was too much 

wasteland in the region, so “that a deep stratum of wretchedness lies under this 

fair exterior”.̂® For the Improving-minded Somers, and for William Cobbett 

(who toured Scotland in 1832), the Highlands were capable of producing 

nothing save scenery, what Cobbett called “sterling sterility . . . everywhere a 

heap o f rocks”.'̂® This was a familiar theme, reproduced by many travel writers 

in the first four decades of the nineteenth century, but notably by those who 

cared not to venture past Killin or Callander, bravely if falsely claiming to their 

readers, that these two villages were at the very heart of the wild Highlands. 

These Highland tours can best be labelled the accepted ‘safe tours’ that took in 

Perth, Dunkeld, Kenmore, Struan, Blair Atholl and Callander and Killin, and 

then a hasty retreat to Perth. On such an excursion, Alexander Campbell gazed 

at the Highlands from “Down” [Doune]; “We now bid adieu to the fertile plains
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of the Lowlands. The Highlands present their awful bulwarks, in solemn 

grandeur, and sterile gloom . . .  by degrees we get familiarized with nakedness 

and sterility”.'̂ ' Campbell, a musician, struggling Edinburgh socialite and 

miscellaneous writer, also penned an epic verse in six books The Grampians 

Desolate, which is one of the first poems ever written about that mountain 

range (and hence, the Cairngorms), although its primary focus is a thorough 

denunciation of Highland sheep farming, as early as 1804.'*̂  Other notable 

travellers in the Perthshire Highlands of the 1810s and 1820s included John 

Brown (the minister of Whitburn),and J.D. Macculloch, who produced one of 

the first real guidebooks to the Dunkeld and Blair Atholl district in 1823."  ̂On 

their tour of Scotland in 1803, William and Dorothy Wordsworth and Samuel 

Coleridge, took the customary ‘safe tourist’ route within the foothills of the 

Highlands, visiting Killin, Loch Tay, Aberfeldy, Crieff, Callander and the Pass 

o f Killiecrankie.'^^ It is a shame that writers such as the Wordsworths, so steeped 

in the romantic tradition of describing mountain scenery did not venture further 

north onto Speyside or Deeside.

By 1824, John Macculloch had produced a four volume guidebook to the 

northern and western Highlands, that contained pages o f description of the 

lands that lay beneath “the distant and blue ridge of Cairn Gorm”, although he 

later described the views from the mountain as “very uninteresting . . .  even less 

interesting than Ben Nevis”. He found Kinrara to be more beautiful than 

neighbouring Rothiemurchus, although the pinewoods o f the latter were of 

note, when investigated in close detail. He made an interesting observation that
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to wander in Rothiemurchus or the “gi'eat and noble Glenmore” was akin to 

wandering in “an American forest” due to the amount of timber extraction work 

being undertaken. Macculloch conceded that the Cairngorms were “a country 

hitherto undescribed, and therefore unseen by the mass of travellers; though 

among the most engaging parts of the Highlands, as it is the most singular”. 

Loch an Eilein came in for special praise: “a fir lake . . . this is the only very 

perfect example in the country”. Two unusual scientific observations were 

recorded by Macculloch in the 1820s; first, that “to the botanist” Cairn Gorm 

“is almost a blank”, and that to name a crystal after a mountain was just 

“making a profit out of a silly modification of patriotism”."̂  ̂ Comprehensive 

scientific exploration of the Cairngorms would not come until the 1870s and, in 

particular, the last two decades of the nineteenth century. As late as 1850, 

George and Peter Anderson of Inverness, spoke of the Alpine qualities of the 

Cairngorm landscape but still maintained that “this district is little known, 

except from the report, and that only of late years, of a comparatively small 

number of adventurous tourists. The reason is, that these fastnesses cannot be 

explored, except by dint o f a complete fagging day of resolute walking”. The 

Anderson guidebook suggested that in the 1840s an inside coach seat firom 

Inverness to Perth would cost in the region of 35s., an outside seat 25s. This 

was a publication that attempted to compare Speyside with Deeside, believing 

the view from the Invercauld bridge to be “peculiarly imposing”, but in general, 

favouring the pinewoods of the western Cairngorms; the “great pine forest of 

the Dee”, having been “cleared off above the linn”, and now being “only an
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imperfect semblance of its former se lf’. They added, with some hope, “we trust 

a respectable remnant will yet be preserved of this fine forest”. The botanist 

touring the mountains was urged to visit Loch Pulladem, “a small lake behind 

the Inn of Aviemore, at the base of Craigelachie”, to find “quantities of Nuphar 

minima, the smallest and rarest of British water lilies”. The Anderson 

guidebook also suggested that the tourist should visit some lesser known 

Cairngorm beauty spots, such as Ruthven Barracks (“as the mount commands a 

most magnificent view, especially o f the course of the Spey”), Insh marshes (“a 

succession of most beautiful meadow haughs . . . and along which there are 

numerous pools, abounding in water-fbwl, and covered over by tall reeds and 

water lillies”), and the birch trees at Craigellachie (“their bright and lively green 

forming a strong contrast in the foreground to the sombre melancholy hue of 

the pine forests, which in the distance on the south, stretch up the sides of 

Glenmore and the Cairngorms”). Rothiemurchus, that was to become a 

particular favourite location of late Victorian tourists, came in for special 

aesthetic praise: “. . . proceeding now firom the ferry at Rothiemurchus . . .  we 

must not omit to visit Loch-an-Eilein . . .  but the lake, its castle, and its woods, 

recall to the imagination rather the things we read of in the novels of the 

Otranto school than a scene in real life”.'*̂

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of George and Peter Anderson’s writing 

on the Cairngorms is that they had not travelled north to the area (as most of 

their readership would), rather they had visited the district from Inverness 

where they lived. O f the northern towns, Aberdeen can claim to have had the
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closest historic relationship to the Cairngorms, especially in the field of

climbing and mountaineering. The founding of the Inverness Scientific Society

and Field Club in 1875, acted as a local focus for the amateur scientific

investigation of the Cairngorm area, in particular its geology, natural history,

archaeology and folklore; which in turn provided a forum for visiting

geographers, historians and scientists to present their work over the late

nineteenth century and on into the twentieth century.'** Just prior to the founding

of this Society, Arthur Mitchell had taken a holiday on Strathspey in 1873, and

made some of the first notes and observations of local archaeological remains,

writing incidentally that, “Carr Bridge . . . where I halted for some time, was a

well known place in the old coaching days, though it is little heard of now”.'*̂

Lord Henry Cockbum appears to have been one of the most recurrent

visitors to the Cairngorms in the nineteenth century, recording his visits in April

1838, April 1839, September 1841, April 1844 and April 1848. His travel

writing is notable for its comprehensive and exhaustive attention to

geographical detail, and his prodigious and precise notes on dates and

experiences. Cockbum was the first visitor to tmly compare the scenery of

Deeside with Speyside (though not as extensively as the Andersons). This on

his first ever visit to Braemar, as part of his Aberdeen to Perth journey:

“In their forms the hills are defective, scarcely a ravine; except 
about Invercauld, very little rock; and not one peak or pinnacle — 
all heavy monotonous masses. Their size and quantity, however, 
make them very respectable, and they fully perform their main 
duty of enclosing the valley.”
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Cockbum’s first visit to Strathspey had been around 1797 or 1798, but he

seemingly never tired of the vista:

“Even the solitude and desolation of Dalwhinnie is sublime. The 
approach to Aviemore becomes interesting soon after the waters 
begin to flow Spey-ward, till at last the full prospect of these 
glorious Cairngorms, with their forests and peaks and valleys, 
exhibits one of the finest pieces of mountain scenery in Britain.”

He also provides the historian with an insight into the history of the popular 

inn at Pitmain, which by 1844 had been converted into a farmhouse, but 

previously had served the needs of the earliest travellers to the Cairngorms 

well; “Old Pitmain! An abominable hostel, but it had served the public, I 

suppose, at least one hundred years, and all this time had received that type of 

welcome which is given by a vessel in distress to the only port it has to repair

With such travel literature espousing the scenic grandeur of the Cairngorms 

by the 1850s, it is not unexpected that the very first book to be written entirely 

about these moimtains came to be produced in 1864, by the hand of the 

Aberdeen-born historian, civil servant and climber, John Hill Burton. Published 

in Edinburgh, The Cairngorm Mountains, can best be seen as the direct 

forerunner of so many of the twentieth century books written in praise of these 

hills, beginning with Seton Gordon, Henry Alexander, Adam Watson, Desmond 

Nethersole-Thompson and Jim Crumley.^^ It carried an engraving of the Shelter 

Stone on its cover, and contained some of the richest descriptive prose ever 

written about the Cairngorms (that has endured, and is often quoted in the
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1990s, by those interests seeking to halt the destruction of the Cairngorm 

wilderness);

. . the depth and remoteness o f the solitude, the huge mural 
precipices, the deep chasms between the rocks, the waterfalls of 
unknown height, the hoary remains of the primeval forest, the 
fields of eternal snow, and the deep black lakes at the foot of the 
precipices, are full of such associations of awe and grandeur and 
mystery, as no other scenery in Britain is capable o f arousing.”^̂

His obituary in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in September 1881 

spoke o f how fitting it was that a man with such a refined interest in “books and 

outdoor life . . .  an inveterate wanderer . . . never happier than when tramping 

across the country-side, or camping among the heather”, s h o u l d  have 

produced such a literary paean to the mountains. In the 1860s, the publication 

of Burton’s book was surely carefully judged to coincide with the arrival of the 

new railway in the district.

Royal Deeside, Tourists, Naturalists and Mountaineers

In ‘Hints for the Vacation Ramble’ serialised in 1881, an ‘Old Tramp’ (the

customary pseudonym for John Hill Burton) urged that visitors to the 

Cairngorms should approach the mountains from the western side via 

Rothiemurchus, for although it was possible to reach the high tops by “the 

valley of the Dee”, this could involve, “the risk of intrusion on the sorely beset 

privacy of Royalty —  a peril which every loyal and even humane subject ought 

dutifully to shun”.^ A good deal of historical writing has been done on the 

unique role that Queen Victoria and Prince Albert played in the origins of a 

popular Deeside tourist industry in the second half of the nineteenth century,
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though it is not the remit o f this introductory chapter to go over this well

covered ground. The Queen was a prodigious journal writer, and her first sight

of Deeside from Balmoral in September 1848 was highly favourable:

“To the left you look towards the beautiful hills surrounding 
Loch-na-Gar, and to the right, towards Ballater, to the glen 
(valley) along which the Dee winds, with beautiful wooded hills 
. . .  It was so calm, and so solitary, it did one good as one gazed 
around; and the pure mountain air was most refreshing. All 
seemed to breathe freedom and peace, and to make one forget the 
world and its sad turmoils. The scenery is wild, and yet not 
desolate . . . The view of the hills towards Invercauld is 
exceedingly fine.”^̂

In June 1852, Balmoral Estate passed into Royal possession for the sum of

30,000 guineas; the forest o f Ballochbuie was not owned by the Royal family 

until 1878.̂ ® By the mid-1870s, and certainly by the 1880s, the Royal family’s 

retreat to Balmoral Castle had become a part of British cultural heritage, and as 

Queen Victoria had made arrangements for the castle to become the established 

Scottish home of succeeding monarchs, the cult of ‘Balmorality’ was bom. 

Innovations in transport services (the rail line reached Ballater in 1867) made 

sure that the Royal family at Balmoral became public property, and in the 1870s 

crowds of tourists gathered to watch the Queen attend Crathie kirk, or go out on 

her daily carriage drives. By 1860, Thomas Cook of Leicester claimed to have 

brought some 50,000 tourists to Scotland on organised excursions; Piers 

Brendon asserts that the businessman Cook “unblushingly declared” in his 

promotional literature for his ‘Highland Tours’ that “our good Queen . . . leads 

the way in Excursion Trips and countenances them by her Royal example”. 

Such was the demand in England to visit Scotland, and in particular the
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Highlands (Deeside) or places of literary association, that Cook himself claimed

in 1872, that Scotland had, “almost imperceptibly, transformed me from a cheap

Excursion conductor to a tourist Organiser and Manager”. As early as 1849,

Cook brought 1,000 visitors to Scotland; in 1859, Cook took to disturbing the

Royal family at Balmoral with his tours:

“we pulled up opposite the Royal Castle at Balmoral, when the 
National Anthem was sung at about half past seven in the 
morning, a strong breeze wafting the sound direct to the Castle.
One of our party, applying his opera glass, declared that he saw 
the Royal Prince Consort in his night cap(!) at a window; but for 
the accuracy o f this vision we cannot vouch.” ’̂

As late as 1855, the Queen and Prince Albert had to appeal to tourists and 

the local people of Deeside to obtain privacy, in particular, from walkers using 

a right of way across the estate fi:om Abergeldie to Brig o f Dee. The Highway 

Act o f 1835 was invoked, and in 1857 an iron bridge was erected which 

diverted pedestrian traffic and curious onlookers onto the north bank of the Dee 

at Crathie. Of course, additional wider factors also contributed to the 

development of a holiday industry in the eastern Highlands after 1850, aside 

from the considerable allure o f the residency of the monarch. The main 

Highland rail line had opened in September 1863 running north from Perth; a 

West Highland line to Fort William opened in August 1894, suggesting that the 

initial focus for the earliest mass tourist traffic was the eastern Highlands. Road 

tolls were halted in Scotland by 1883; the introduction of Dunlop’s pneumatic 

tyre in 1888 acted as a considerable boost to the new pastime of holiday cycling 

which became popular in the Highlands; the Bank Holiday short break became
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more widespread after its first introduction in 1871/^ Travel north of Edinburgh 

over the River Forth was made easier in 1890 with the opening of the Forth 

Rail Bridge (construction had begun in 1882), which meant that Perth and the 

northern counties were even more accessible to holidaymakers. However, a 

direct line connecting Aviemore to Inverness was not completed until 

November 1898; prior to this, the journey from Perth to Inverness was via 

Forres. The ‘Highland Railway’ company was created in June 1865. The 

proliferation o f railway track in the Highlands did not please everybody. John 

Campbell Shairp, poet and Professor of Latin at the University of St. Andrews 

penned a critical verse (under a title stolen from the Clan Grant war-cry, 

‘Standfast, Craig-EIlachie’) as he journeyed north by rail in 1864, “casting a 

mournful eye over the route”. He was angered by the way that the “iron horses . 

. . that hideous roar . . . hear the shrieking whistle louder”, would spoil the 

peace of the Cairngorms and its villages along the route, fearing that “Dark 

Glen More and cloven Glen Feshie . . . Over Spey, by Rothiemurchus . . .  Is a 

wilderness no more”.̂  ̂By the time that Hugh Macmillan retired to his ‘Forest 

Cabin’ in the heart of Rothiemurchus in the last years of the 1890s, the railway 

had changed the nature of the Cairngorm holiday, and thus, the Cairngorms 

themselves.

“Aviemore is now a busy junction where innumerable trains in the 
summer months pass north and south, and passengers from all 
parts o f the world meet each other on the platforms. A row of 
new villas is built along the line and a modem hotel, with a noble 
background of hills and an incomparable view in front of the 
Cairngorm range . . .  occupies the rising ground behind.”
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Loch an Eilein was no longer the peaceful mid-Victorian beauty spot that it

had once been. In Macmillan’s eyes, all was not well in this “most beautifully

balanced” landscape picture, for during the summer months, tourists and

picnickers cluttered the scene, and at the loch, “crowds of visitors who come

from all parts of the country in carriages and on bicycles”, brought an

unwelcome human presence into this “special show-place of the district” .̂®

Perhaps here then, one of the earliest examples of the Cairngorm landscape

being ‘loved to death’. By 1902, one of the first attempts was made to sell the

Cairngorms to the American tourist market by Maria Lansdale’s book published

in Philadelphia, which talked of “the lovely position on an island in a loch” of

Loch an Eilein castle.^' Sometime in the 1880s, Gertrude Martineau (a regular

summer visitor to the Polchar in Rothiemurchus from around 1876) noted that

the crowds of visitors at Loch an Eilein had grown noticeably larger and more

unruly; they began to do mischief she complained, and no longer appreciated

the solitude and wildlife of the estate:

“as the carriages passed under the trees the people laid hold of the 
boughs and tore them off and flung them on the road; they threw 
stones at the squirrels and screamed to each other across the loch; 
the men sang rude songs and the shouting to the ‘old man in the 
castle’ became so common and so noisy . . . ”

It is hard to imagine “douce Victorian tourists”, behaving in such a fashion, 

concludes Meta Scarlett.^^ In September 1848, it is recorded that visitors onto 

the lands of Rothiemurchus caused some fire damage at Loch an Eilein, “near 

the foot of Corrybuie”, sending the factor into “a sad consternation” .̂ ^
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A good number of both tourists and travellers (male and female) who 

visited the eastern and western Cairngorms over the period 1770 to 1880 did 

venture onto the high tops (principally by pony), although it would be wrong to 

call these exploits the craft of mountaineers. It does appear that some of the 

local lairds, even early in this period, did take shooting and rambling parties up 

onto the Cairngorms; John Macpherson Grant of Ballindalloch recorded 

unusual shadows, an “atmospheric appearance” seen by himself and Thomas 

Dick Lauder on an ascent of Ben MacDhui in October 1830.^ Again, these 

were not mountaineering excursions in the purest definition of the sport, 

although D.B. Horn, in a misleading article, implies that anybody who merely 

reached the top of any Scottish hillside in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 

should be classed as an accomplished mountaineer, a pioneer in the sport.®̂  A 

more cautious approach suggests that in the thirty years prior to the First World 

War, Rothiemurchus and Braemar were used as gateways to the Cairngorms by 

the mountaineering clubs that had established themselves in the 1880s and 

1890s in the north-east (Aberdeen) and Central Belt towns. This very first wave 

of climbing clubs, the Cairngorm Club officially founded in 1889 (but 

unofficially founded at the Shelter Stone in June 1887), and the Scottish 

Mountaineering Club bom late in 1889, had a predominantly literate middle 

class and professional membership keen to record Cairngorm climbing 

experiences in the clubs’ journals (a fashion that became more prevalent across 

the 1890s).^® They marked the start o f the development of the Cairngorms as a
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popular recreational playground; the mountains were, increasingly from 1880s, 

being seen as an obstacle course.

One final group, whose most widespread interest in the Cairngorms dates 

from the second half of the nineteenth century, are the naturalists, who came to 

see the mountains as a unique scientific resource, the culmination of this 

research being the declaration of the Cairngorms NNR in July 1954. Some of 

the earliest travel writers from the eighteenth century did make some limited 

observations o f Cairngorm natural history, but the botanical notes of James 

Robertson who toured the Highlands from 1767 to 1771 were unusually 

thorough for that century. Geology also interested Robertson, and in 1771 on 

the summit o f Ben Avon he noted that the mountain “is composed of white 

Granite. I f  s grain is coarse, and the stone is hard, tho’ it easily moulders down 

when exposed to the air”, later travelling “North West from Camgorm” into the 

“parish of Rothymurcus”. Here he noted an “abundance of excellent Fir and 

Birch, together with some Hazle and Poplar”. The island of Loch an Eilein 

castle, was said to abound with Toothwort.®  ̂By the 1840s, Highland Perthshire, 

the Angus Glens and the Cairngorms were seen to be “the richest botanical 

district in Britain many parts of which had never been explored”, this from 

James Backhouse as he explored Glen Muick, Braemar and down towards Glas 

Maol and Caenlochan in August 1848: “It was a delightful place for a botanist”, 

he enthused.^* A year earlier, J.H. Balfour (of the ‘Battle of Glen Tilf fame) 

Professor of Botany at Edinburgh University led a student botanical excursion 

to Braemar and the Angus Glens, with the crusading zeal of a progressive
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educationalist; the Professor argued that “with the pursuit of scientific

knowledge” his pupils would, “combine that healthful and spirit-stirring

recreation which tends materially to aid mental efforts. The companionship too

of those who are prosecuting with zeal and enthusiasm the same path of

science, is not the least delightful feature of such excursions”. He hoped his

field trips would have a lasting impact on youthful minds:

“those who have lived and walked for weeks together in a 
Highland ramble, who have met in sunshine and in tempest, who 
have climbed together the misty summits, and have slept in the 
miserable shelling — should have such scenes indelibly 
impressed on their memory. There is, moreover, something 
peculiarly attractive in the collecting of alpine plants . . . ’«69

Botany played an early role in the development of the study of Cairngorm 

natural history, indeed, along with early geological and geographical 

observations, it predominated in the period from the 1770s to the 1850s. There 

were of course some exceptions to this trend, most notably William 

MacGillivray (Professor of Natural History at Marischal College) who was 

perhaps the first ‘all round’ Cairngorm field naturalist in the half century up to 

1850. The north-east of Scotland (and the University of Aberdeen) can claim 

the considerable distinction of having produced an unusually high number of 

both professional and amateur naturalists in the nineteenth century, many of 

whom worked on aspects of the natural history of the Cairngorms; the botanist 

George Dickie; the geologist James Nicol; the zoologist George Sim; the ‘Banff 

naturalist’ Thomas Edward; the botanist John Duncan. In an article celebrating 

their careers, published in The Deeside Field of 1931, they were all seen to be
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“pioneers of the past, whose work and example have helped to create and 

spread an interest in Nature for its own sake”7° An interest in the invertebrate 

life of the Cairngorms was rather late in developing, indeed, when George 

Carpenter and William Evans visited Aviemore and Kincraig in 1889 and 1893 

ostensibly to document “the richer spider fauna . . .  of the fine forests of 

Rothiemurchus, Glenmore and Abemethy”, there was a pioneering edge to their 

work, for the district had not “received the attention it deserves”.’* In the mid- 

1890s, it would be two volumes of the comprehensive ‘Vertebrate Fauna’ series 

of John Harvie-Brown and T.B. Buckley, that first sought to understand the 

whole ecology of the area; providing in published form, topographical notes, 

species history, species distribution information and extracts from 

communiqués with other distinguished naturalists on the topic of the fauna of 

the Cairngorms. The most southerly foothills of the Cairngorms were not 

written about for another ten years.

In 1837, Thomas Dick Lauder offered some good advice to the traveller 

who found himself in the uplands of Scotland. He conceded that although, “a 

long stretch of dreary and uninteresting hill country is often found to extend 

between two rich or romantic valleys”, the wilderness quality of a mountainous 

region made it a very special place, both mentally and physically, for the visitor. 

Even as late as the 1830s, commentators such as Lauder could still speak of the 

Cairngorm mountains being a “sterile desert”, but this attitude was being 

rapidly diluted by a growing appreciation for the intrinsic value of romantic
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scenery, and even later, by a desire to challenge the human body within the 

mountain environment:

. . these wildernesses are sometimes rather valuable to a 
solitaiy traveller — They afford him time for rumination whilst 
he is traversing them —  They give him leisure to chew the cud of 
reflection, and he is thus enabled to digest the beauties o f the 
valley which he last devoured.”^̂
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CHAPTER TWO

THE CAIRNGORMS AND THE 
RIGHTS OF WAY DEBATE 1880-1980

Rights of way campaigns have played a crucial role in the development of a 

recreational open-air lobby in Scotland. From the formation of the earliest 

Footpath Preservation Societies, rights of way campaigns, the defence of open 

spaces and the rapid expansion of countryside recreational facilities and 

opportunities, have combined to ensure that localised squabbles over access in 

the Cairngorms have developed into issues of national importance. In a recent 

study (1997), Harvey Taylor has shown that a national agenda to defend the 

traditional right to walk unhindered on public footpaths, was primarily shaped 

by events in Lancashire and Scotland in the nineteenth century.^ There has been 

some appreciation of the importance of the role of the Scottish Rights of Way 

Society (SRoWS), although their archives remain underused. Writers on the 

history of countryside recreation have concentrated too heavily on the most 

public successes and disputes for the SRoWS; suggesting that the issue of 

access in Scotland centred around the now much vaunted Battle of Glen Tilt in 

1847, the Glen Doll case of 1883, the Battle of Braemar in 1891 and the famous 

‘Pet Lamb’ case of 1884.^ There has been one notable attempt to show the value 

of a localised study in a single geographical area, but the source material used 

was fragmentary, although it did focus in on the wider Cairngorms area.^ The 

remit of this chapter is not to present an overview of the access debate and
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rights of way campaigns in Britain (or indeed, Scotland) in the period, but to 

show the value of studying localised disputes within a defined popular 

recreational area. It is thus the history of the SRoWS, of individual campaigners 

and their endeavours to keep paths open, of landlord opposition and of small 

triumphs and setbacks in the battle for Cairngorm rights of way. This battle in 

the Cairngorms area has been a continuous campaign of attrition against local 

landowners.

The Law of Trespass Myth and Rights of Way

Popular myth has it that there is no law of trespass in Scotland, and the

written evidence would suggest that this myth was prevalent at the start of the 

twentieth century, suggesting nineteenth century roots. H.P. Macmillan wrote 

this in October 1917: “The statement so often glibly made that there is no law 

of trespass in Scotland is a fallacy”.'* Trespass in Scotland is a civil offence, not 

a criminal offence (there can be no such thing as a prosecution for trespass), 

and as such civil law fully recognises the exclusive rights o f private property in 

land. The ultimate sanction of the civil law of trespass requires that an interdict 

be taken out against each member of a group who wishes to walk on private 

land, and as this is time-consuming, it is seldom used. In reality, the trespass 

law in Scotland is a veritable morass of legal judgements and complications.

The definition of a right o f way in Scotland is open to wide interpretation. 

Scottish law has always recognised the existence of public rights of way across 

private property, “by a more or less defined route leading from one public place 

to another public place”. As George Cheyne went on to explain in 1948, “the
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constitution of such a right [of way] is founded on the use to which the public

have put the way during the prescriptive period of forty years"/ Thus

proprietors have always had, at common law, to submit to the passage of

walkers over their property along defined routes that have been established by

continual use and widespread belief that such a route existed. As Macmillan

concluded, this is a key issue in the history of recreation in Scotland.

‘The pedestrian in Scotland has a special interest in the law of 
right of way, for it bestows upon him an undeniable passport to 
some of the choicest spots among the Highland hills.

The greatest controversy in Scotland has arisen over what formally 

constitutes a public place. In 1917 Macmillan listed roads, churches, a harbour 

or market-place as a place where the public had a right to be, but he considered 

that “a mountain top or a spot o f antiquarian or picturesque interest, no matter 

how constantly the public may have visited it," did not constitute a public place, 

nor did it thus, form a competent terminus for a right of way. Thirty years later, 

George Cheyne conceded that half a centuiy ago the top of a mountain could 

not have been accepted as a public place in the eyes of the law, but the public’s 

recreational and leisure tastes had now changed and so the laws of the land had 

to adapt. It is interesting that Cheyne, writing in the late 1940s does suggest that 

cyclists should be classed along with pedestrians in the use of footpaths, 

reflecting the popular boom in recreational cycling in the Interwar years. What 

then was the right of a proprietor to defend his private land? The landowner 

could not use physical force to evict a walker but could ask for a name and 

address, though Macmillan argued that a proprietor was unable to ask a
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walker’s destination if he was using a right of way. As stated earlier, individual 

interdicts against trespassers could be applied for, or the landowner could raise 

an action of declarator that the lands were free of any public right of way, 

which would often result in an investigation being made by a County Council 

(as a representative of the public interest) or the Scottish Rights of Way Society. 

The proprietor, to avoid the declaration of a public right of way over his 

property, had to take active steps to defend his landholding rights, for if he gave 

in over public use of the path, then the public could assert that the right o f way 

now existed as a matter of right, not merely permission. A gate could be erected 

on a right of way, but it could not be locked, although it was the duty of the 

users o f the path to ensure that the gates were closed; similarly, the public could 

remove an obstruction that was blocking a right of way, and were responsible 

for the repair and maintenance of the path and any bridges or fords it may have. 

Finally, if  a proprietor could offer a just reason for closing a right of way, this 

would be allowed, providing an alternative route of “equal amenity and 

convenience to the public” was put in place,^ Much of course, depended on the 

personality of the landowner in question and how far back he was willing to 

recognise full local use of a supposed right of way across his private property. 

Writing in 1921, George Sang feared the new wave of Highland landowners, 

such as the Grampian Electric Supply Company, might not be as flexible as the 

traditional family landowners had sometimes been, sensing “the day will come 

all too soon when no one will be able to go upon any hill without direct 

trespass, or the revolting procedure of writing to obtain permission from some
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all-powerful company. Let us be cranky for a spell, and at least keep our 

rights”.®

The Scottish Rights of Way Society

An Association for the Protection of the Public Rights of Roadways and

Footpaths was first formed in Edinburgh in 1847, with an initial membership of 

67 including Adam Black, the publishers William and Robert Chambers and 

T.B. Macaulay MP. One of the Association’s first reports was into the Glen Tilt 

case on the Atholl Estate in 1847/48, and the Association subsequently played a 

key role in the legal action taken against the Duke of Atholl and his ghillies in 

1849, where the evidence presented for continual use of the road through Glen 

Tilt from Braemar to Blair Atholl was presented by an assortment of drovers, 

packmen and locals. From around 1861 to 1882 the Association seems to have 

slipped into obscurity, but at a meeting of the Board of Directors in 1883 it was 

decided that the Association should be reconstituted and incorporated under the 

Companies Acts as The Scottish Rights of Way and Recreation Society which 

was bom in March 1884, the last meeting of the old Association being held on 

4 April 1884 under the Presidency of Adam Black (the former Lord Provost of 

Edinburgh). A prospectus was sent out to 258 individuals encouraging them to 

subscribe to the SRoWS in early May.^ The organisation of the new society 

must have taken some years, as a printed handbill of the objectives of the 

SRoWS was not circulated until around 1890, bearing the Wordsworth quote 

‘Therefore I am still a lover of the Meadows and the Woods and Mountains’, 

showing the dominance of the aesthetic view of the Highlands at this time.
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Membership was priced at £1, as was the cost of and erection of a single Guide 

Post. The primary objects of the Society were listed as, “the preservation and 

recovery for the public of such legal Rights of Way as are in danger of being 

interrupted or permanently lost”, and the subsequent guarding and upkeep of 

these established footpaths, with the erection of Guide Posts and the repair of 

bridges. The handbill was used as a membership recruitment flyer; “it is hoped 

that the general public will come forward and protect their own interests by 

giving to this society their countenance and support”. In the first half of the 

twentieth century a membership recruitment poster was circulated stating the 

society’s aims.‘°

When the old Association had been bom in 1847 it had concerned itself 

only with the loss of public access to land around Edinburgh, notably 

Hawthomden and onto Corstorphine Hill, and as such had sought its early 

campaigning zeal from what Harvey Taylor has identified as, “the Scottish 

open-air culture of tramping”. Many of the nineteenth century legal successes 

of the SRoWS were attributable to the presence of the Edinburgh lawyer, 

Thomas Gillies in the ranks of the membership, who had a remarkable ability to 

produce witnesses (be they drovers, local walkers, shepherds or packmen) 

willing to attest to a history of public use of a disputed right of way; this proved 

to be the most consistently successful tactic that the Society possessed, but 

relied heavily on the financial health of the Society to enable it to challenge the 

closure of well known rights of way in the courts."
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It is noteworthy that both Harvey Taylor and Robert Aitken identify two 

distinct campaigning methods with the wider rights of way and access debate in 

Scotland in the late nineteenth century. They both investigate the link between 

the SRoWS and the two most powerful mountaineering clubs in Scotland at the 

time, the Scottish Mountaineering Club (SMC) and the Cairngorm Club (CC). 

At its heart the core of the SMC was composed of Alpinists, who were often 

away in Europe when the Highland stalking season saw the closure of access to 

the hills. Additionally, the SMC membership was rooted in Edinburgh and 

Glasgow and much of the climbing was done to the west where deer forests did 

not prevail; almost without exception the most heated public rights of way 

battles occurred in the eastern Highlands, and often within the Cairngorms area. 

There were so-called ‘stravagers and marauders’ hiding within the SMC 

membership but they were never part of the mainstream development o f the 

club, with its hotel holidays and black tie dinners. Taylor suggests that 

stravaging, or wandering at will, is perhaps indicative o f the traditional (and 

Gaelic) custom to wander at will in all seasons on open moorland, and 

uncultivated land. Certainly the main associational and geographical focus of 

these “deer disturbers and signpost erectors who walked outwith the pale of 

SMC constitutional precept”, was the rights of way campaign in the eastern 

Highlands, but many also came from the more radical Cairngorm Club based in 

Aberdeen. The urban liberal tradition of the city of Aberdeen moulded the CC 

into a club favouring land reform and presenting a strong challenge to landed 

interests in the eastern Cairngorms. The editor o f the Cairngorm Club Journal
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(which first appeared in 1893), Alex Inkson M ’Connochie, was a well 

respected access campaigner who used the journal to disseminate and 

encourage the stravaging activities of fellow climbers in the Cairngorm range. 

The Ordnance Survey (OS) of the Cairngorms was conducted between 1858 

and 1870, and individual map sheets were produced on the mountains between 

1868 and 1877. A tourist edition of a Cairngorm and Deeside map appeared 

sometime from 1874 to 1877, '‘the map being a powerful stimulus to 

exploration” according to W.A. Ewen. In co-operation with the OS, the 

Cairngorm Club produced a revolutionary single sheet map of the Cairngorms 

in 1895, as previously four separate sheets had met irritatingly towards the 

summit of Ben MacDhui. This CC map was on a scale o f one inch to the mile 

and measured 25 x 24 inches, and included the whole range, except for 

Lochnagar. This remained the only available single sheet map of the 

Cairngorms until April 1922 when J.A. Parker urged the OS to produce a layer- 

coloured edition with contours marked at intervals of 50 ft. (it retailed for 4s. 

and had an attractive sketch of Loch Morlich and Cairn Gorm on its cover). 

This map was eventually superseded by the popular 1936 Cairngorm ‘Relief 

Edition’ map. Under M ’Connochie’s tenure of the editorship o f the CC Journal 

from 1889 to 1910, and armed with the new 1895 CC map of the area, the 

stravaging and marauding elements within the Aberdeen climbing fraternity 

were now well informed for the battle against ghillies and gamekeepers that 

came every stalking season. Writing much later in 1935, Eric Linklater 

applauded these annual confrontations between landed interest in Scotland, and
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the great popular mass of the people reinvading their own land. He sought to

link this recreational movement in the straths and glens to wider events in

Scotland’s history, in particular, the Clearances:

‘‘But many of the hikers must be descendants o f evicted 
Highlanders who sought refuge in the Lowland cities and in 
contrast to those who complain of their behaviour, I find it very 
pleasant to think of them wonying the deer that replaced the 
sheep that dispossessed their fathers. I should like to see hikers 
more numerous and brightly shirted than ever on every mountain 
in Scotland; for if  they scatter the grouse and pursue the deer far 
enough, the Highlands may be available again for their rightful 
heritors of the earth, who are men.” “̂

The Battle for Rothiemurchus 1880-1925

The interest that the SRoWS displayed in its access campaigns on the lands

of Rothiemurchus, can be seen as a direct reflection of the growing level of 

popular recreational demand that was being placed on the Cairngorms area 

from around 1880. In the final two decades of the nineteenth century the 

SRoWS worked hard to convince the lairds of Rothiemurchus to recognise the 

existence of public footpaths and rights of way on the estate, through legal 

channels, threats of court action, subterfuge, the use of agent provocateurs on 

the estate and through a frank exchange of letters. To gain wider support for 

such a local campaign as this, the Society tried to appeal to respected political 

figures and prospective parliamentaiy candidates. In December 1885 it was 

reported in Society Minutes that W.A. Smith had pressed W.E. Gladstone on the 

rights of way debate in Scotland, during the politician’s recent visit to Mid

lothian, and that Gladstone had declared himself “highly favourable” to 

entrusting the local authorities “with the guardianships of all Public Rights of
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Way”, and that he viewed “with regret and some jealousy the exclusion of the 

public from great tracts of wild country”. Gladstone, rather like the SRoWS, did 

not see the need for access to mountains legislation.^^ In July 1889, the SRoWS 

again urged Gladstone to make a firm commitment to condemn landowners 

who blocked rights of way.̂ ® On 22 June 1892, the SRoWS sent all 

parliamentaiy candidates for Scottish constituencies a statement of the aims of 

the Society, and notice o f the “unwarrantable shutting up of old Footpaths and 

Drove Roads”, as the subject would “doubtless be particularly referred to in 

localities during the period of the General Election”. In a wide-ranging plea for 

support, the Society drew attention to the fact that there was no one in Scotland 

whose recognised duty it was to “act for the public interests in such matters of 

Rights of Way”, and that a “great cost” had to be met in defence of a right of 

way, often funded by a public spirited benefactor. The Society sought some 

legislation on the protection and maintenance of existing rights of way, and 

hoped that when asked, “the present candidates for Parliament”, will be “ready 

to give a pledge . . . they will support such legislation”.̂  ̂ Crucial to this battle 

for Rothiemurchus in the 1880s and later would be the Martineau family, whose 

monument now stands on the approach road to Loch an Bilein near the Polchar, 

the cottage that they leased from the laird of Rothiemurchus, after a brief family 

sojourn in Glen Feshie.^® James Martineau, the Unitarian and a Professor of 

Moral Philosophy, first came to Spey side around 1876 for health reasons; some 

time after that, he moved his family to the Polchar which, “for nearly fifty years 

. . .  was the Martineaus’ summer home”.*̂ The family’s love for the freedom of
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walking on the estate most probably led to their involvement in the rights of

way campaigns on Rothiemurchus, in which they played a remarkable ‘fifth-

columnist’ role on behalf of the SRoWS; this role being made all the more

exceptional because they perpetrated minor acts of sabotage and bribed estate

staff, whilst living no more than a half mile away from the laird’s house (the

Doune of Rothiemurchus), and because of the family’s high standing in

academic and professional circles. As the decades slipped by, it seems unusual

that their presence at the Polchar was tolerated by the lairds o f Rothiemurchus,

who in an era of popular Highland tourism would have been able to lease the

Polchar to another, more conventional, holiday guest. It is a letter from James

Martineau to Walter Smith of the SRoWS in September 1882, that signals the

beginning of the public battle for rights of way on Rothiemurchus Estate. The

“memorable exploits” o f the laird are referred to, but never explained, and it

must be conjectured that Grant of Rothiemurchus in the late summer o f 1882

had shut or blocked a perceived public path from Coylumbridge to Aultdrue, as

this remained a source of intense argument until 1885 and later. The September

1882 letter from Martineau is stinging in its criticism of the laird.

“I wish we could believe that, in meeting with his deserts, he 
would be brought nearer to reformation. But he is full of fancied 
rights; he despises popular resistance; and will never be brought 
to reason but by the decision of a court.”

James Martineau then went on to explain the difficulty of being a ‘guest’ on the 

estate, and also being embroiled in rights of way disputes when a traditional 

family holiday walking route is disrupted.
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“The worst of it is that we, who live upon the spot, cannot resort 
to defiant methods, including the application of force, without 
embittering all our neighbourly relations, and getting our 
dependents into scraps that may be ruinous to them when we are 
absent”

The second half of this important letter speaks of a case scenario where 

Hugh Smith (a Martineau family servant), if  asked by his employers to use his 

key to bring the family carriage through the gate to Aultdrue, could thus be 

placed in a difficult situation; “he would lose his winter employment at the 

Doune, when I am gone, and very likely to be turned out of his cottage and sent 

adrift”. James Martineau concludes that only legal action can succeed for, “in 

any war outside the courts, short o f a Wat Tyler insurrection, we must inevitably 

be beaten”.̂® The matter seems to have lain dormant for three years, as the 

exchange of letters between the involved parties does not begin until August 

1885, about the time that the SRoWS dispatched a group of its Directors to the 

Highlands to compile a report on ‘Highland Roads and Rights of Way’, and to 

supervise the controversial erection of guide posts on some Cairngorm paths. 

Their work began on Deeside and they then crossed en masse, “through the 

famous and well known Larig Ghru Pass between Ben Muich Dhui and 

Braeriach (so beautifully described by Dr. Hill Burton in his charming book on 

the Cairngorms) down to Aviemore, through some of the grandest scenery in 

Scotland”. At the wooden bridge across the Dee they erected a guide post 

proclaiming ‘To Aviemore by the Larig Ghru’, and “afterwards crossed the 

Larig Ghru Pass to Rothiemurchus, where other guide posts, more important
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even perhaps as a protest against attempted obstruction, were to be erected next 

day”.

They erected three guide posts within Rothiemurchus in August 1885:

1) “at Coylum Bridge”.

2) “at the ruined cottage near the bridge over the Eunnach [Einich] about two
and a half or three miles south of Coylum Bridge”.

3) “at the gate into the forest at the north end of Loch an Eilan”.

The Private Report stated that it was this final approach to the Cairngorm

mountains (3) that was objected to by J.P. Grant o f Rothiemurchus, “and his

shooting tenants”. Grave concern was expressed that, “the gate at Loch-an-

Ellan is now kept locked during the summer and autumn; and the good woman

at the cottage near at hand, faithfully refuses to produce the key”. The Report

also highlighted how the loss of this access route would have a detrimental

effect on the recreational wishes o f locals and visitors alike.

“Great local irritation is felt at this iron-bound obstruction to an 
old-established road; and to regular visitors to Speyside it is a 
harsh and high-handed interference with their wonted quiet, and 
as they consider, perfectly legal, enjoyment of the beauties o f this 
lovely country. The Larig Ghru Pass is as old — one may almost 
say — as the Cairngorm Mountains themselves; and yet, if  locked 
gates are put on the roads leading to that pass (how is one to get 
up to it?). The posts and direction boards erected by the Society 
are a first step at any rate towards answering that question.”

Campaigning zeal concluded the Report, and laid down a challenge to both 

landowners and the rambling and hiking public in Scotland. All footpaths 

across the land should become as well known and used as the turnpike roads of 

the country, and they should be walked on by pedestrians “by right and not by 

favour”.̂ ' As this was a private internal SRoWS document, the laird of
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Rothiemurchus would have been unaware of the strong line of action that the 

Society was now going to take from 1885, but he had seen some inkling of the 

gathering storm in the earliest days of August, in letters with his legal counsel 

in Edinburgh.

It appears that in late July 1885, John Harrison, Secretary of the SRoWS 

had informed the laird o f Rothiemurchus that only two guide posts were to be 

erected on his land “on two paths through your property which they assumed to 

be public paths”, but had in essence also thrown down the gauntlet and 

challenged the laird to prevent this from occurring. Grant o f Rothiemurchus 

instructed his legal representatives, John C. Brodie and Sons, that he was 

prepared to admit the existence of a right of way from Aviemore to Braemar 

across Rothiemurchus, but declined to admit any particular route for this path, 

and that he regarded the assertions of the SRoWS that a right o f way ran from 

Lynwilg to join the road from Aviemore to Braemar, “to be utterly 

confounded”.̂  ̂The laird’s objections were relayed to the SRoWS by his legal 

firm, stating in the strongest terms that, “Sir John entirely objects to the erection 

of guide posts upon the . . . path mentioned in your circular and to the use of 

that path by any person without his express permission”.̂  ̂ The landowner was 

trying to reassert his claim to be able to decide who came onto his land, and by 

what route.

The SRoWS were enraged by this rebuttal, and immediately resorted to 

their most successful tactic, a threat of possible legal action:
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“I am further instructed to point out that the Society has in its 
hands so strong a body of evidence to prove the path from 
Lynwilg a Public Right of Way, that the directors feel bound to 
ask you to warn your Client against obstructing the public in the 
use of that road."^^

A legal battle would prove expensive to both sides of the argument, and the

laird knew that Rothiemurchus Estate could not mount an exhaustive financial

challenge to the SRoWS, especially if public benefactors came forward to pay

the Society’s legal expenses, defending the individual against the perceived

arrogance and bullying of landed interest. His legal counsel urged resistance

only on the ground:

“as regards the alleged right of way from Lynwilg, we think that 
on the whole, the best course will be not to pursue further 
correspondence with the Rights of Way Society, but to give your 
keepers and servants instructions to prevent as far as possible any 
unauthorized person passing along that route.”^̂

It does appear that by late August 1885, both the laird and his legal counsel

were well aware of the tactical manoeuvres of the SRoWS in this debate: “we

have no doubt that the object of the Society is to endeavour to force you to

vindicate your rights in Court, and we agree with you in thinking that this

should if possible be avoided and that it should be left to them to take action”.̂ ^

Meanwhile, the Martineau ladies were expressing concern to the SRoWS about

the blocked path from Coylumbridge to Aultdrue, and a fence blocking their

customary carriage rides around the shores of Loch an Eilein from 1882.

“Our man, James Cameron, says there used to be a cart track now 
superseded by the new (locked up) road, and also that the gates 
are too narrow to admit a laden horse, which people have a right 
to take along there.
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The way is certainly open, for a horse, all along the side of 
Lochaneilan next the mountains, till you come to the stream 
flowing into it from Loch Gam[hna] . . . this fence has now been 
there for 3 summers; before that time, we used to drive around 
Lochaneilan.”

This is an important letter in the history of recreation in the Cairngorms 

area, for it goes on to show that popular resistance to the laird of 

Rothiemurchus, in the form of minor sabotage, began in late August 1885 as a 

protest against the closure of rights o f way. Mary-Ellen Martineau reported that 

from August 23^ to 26*, two locked gates were unlocked and taken off their 

hinges, but the damage was immediately repaired. Rumour had it that the 

protest was “done by people from Grantown”, but the Martineau family 

believed that “it is done by your Society’s orders, but of course we do not know 

this”.̂ ’ It is likely that the Martineaus’ were themselves involved in the removal 

of these gates; so keen an interest had they taken in the rights of way battles at 

Rothiemurchus, they were by 1885 almost acting as local agents o f the SRoWS.

The SRoWS chose to erect guide boards as both a visible assertion of the 

existence of a right o f way, and evidence of the activities of the Society at the 

local level. The route-finding role of these guide posts was secondary, 

especially as maps became more widespread in the 1890s. The SRoWS 

compiled a register of their erected guide posts in 1885-1889, 1925 and 1946, 

and it is possible to trace the game of cat and mouse that was played with 

certain landowners on this issue. In a clever ploy, each board was ‘issued to’ the 

care of the named landowner. Boards No. 71, 72 and 73 were issued to John 

Peter Grant of Rothiemurchus in late July 1885 to stand along “the road from
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Aviemore to Braemar called the Larig Ghru”, and the hotly disputed “road from 

Lynwilg to join the above”. In a ‘remarks’ section it was noted that this Lynwilg 

board was taken down by the laird shortly after it was deployed, and was then 

re-erected in September 1888, “after mutual agreement with the proprietor and 

a narrow ticket placed below the board with ‘Driving Road to Aultdruie’.” In 

July 1888, Board 78 was put up on this route also, ‘to Lynwilg (facing N), to 

Braemar’. In September 1888, Board 80 was put up by Loch an Eilein as 

‘Public road to Kinrara’; all these Boards were issued into the care of the laird 

of Rothiemurchus, forcing him into a tricky situation as to how to react to them 

on his land, especially as he was keen to avoid a legal wrangle with the Society. 

The register suggests that the SRoWS campaign of saturating the lands of 

Rothiemurchus with signposts halted in 1885, as the next fresh erection came in 

July 1925 at the Saw Mill in Rothiemurchus.

On Deeside, similar tactics were employed. The Duke of Fife was issued 

with board 68 to identify the route from Braemar to Insh and Kingussie via 

Glen Geldie and Glen Feshie. Board 69 was issued to Sir George Macpherson- 

Grant of Ballindalloch to identify a public path to Braemar,^®

There was obvious local support on Speyside for the public’s continued use 

of popular rights of way, and for the work of the SRoWS. In August 1887, 

Emma Brooke wrote from Aviemore asking for leaflets to distribute amongst 

local farming families, no doubt to alert them to the perceived threat from 

landowners closing rights of way in the area. Emma Brooke felt that she would 

like to take on this promotional and informative campaign for the Society and
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also to give leaflets, “to a family of influence and of liberal opinions living in 

the neighbourhood”.̂  ̂ Perhaps she was referring here to the Martineau clan 

over at the Polchar; although, their various public endeavours to keep footpaths 

open must have been well known by 1887. The rights of way dispute on 

Rothiemurchus was destined to rumble on through the 1890s and into the first 

decade of the new century. The emphasis in this confrontation shifted slightly 

though, away from the mere recognition of the existence o f a public right of 

way, into the muddy waters of who was to maintain such a plethora of 

footpaths. The laird of Rothiemurchus would have found it difficult to prevent 

public visitors from using the carriage road around the picturesque Loch an 

Eilein, as a previous laird had granted the Duchess of Bedford (then a tenant) 

full permission to construct such a road in April 1832 for her recreational 

carriage drives on the estate.̂ ® Many subsequent Victorian tourists had ensured 

that it had become a popular holiday walk, and it thus hosted continual use over 

that forty year period stipulated by the law.

Mary-Bllen Martineau wrote to the SRoWS in August 1891 about the

upkeep of all Highland rights of way across private estates.

“I wonder whether the Society can do anything to enforce the 
keeping up of the roads over which there is a public right o f way; 
for certainly many of them are not kept up by public expense, and 
I don’t see how the lairds, or their tenants, can be expected to 
keep them up, if they are for public use. Is it properly the business 
of the County Councils?

I am afraid that the loss of right of way is often due to roads 
falling out o f repair, and no one being responsible for the keeping 
of them.” ‘̂
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A further frenzy of dispute over Rothiemurchus rights of way came in 1903

and 1904, when the new laird of Rothiemurchus attempted to interfere with

“the old bridle path from Coylum Bridge to Auldruie” and the “driving road

from the south end of Loch-an-Eilein to the same place”. The laird, it appears,

had also denied access along the Glen Einich road, for Walter Smith declared

this route to be, “I fear, past praying (or fighting over) for now”.̂  ̂Fifteen years

before this acceptance of temporary defeat, the SRoWS had sent Walter A.

Smith to meet with a previous laird of Rothiemurchus in July 1888, at which a

compromise was negotiated over recreational access to Loch an Eilein,

W. Grant reporting that the gate at the loch was re-opened to visitors on

20 August 1888. In their ‘agreement’ of 1888, it was accepted that there should

be “no interference with the public right to the roads from Rothiemurchus

leading through the Cairngorms”, however, the new laird would not be bound

by the actions of his predecessor and the factor, Donald Grant. In July 1903, a

dispute arose over the wording of a sign placed on the north side of Loch an

Eilein along the driving road to Aultdrue, which the SRoWS felt implied that

the road was private. The estate notice is quoted verbatim in the letter:

“ ‘Rothiemurchus Forest. Permission is granted to Visitors to use 
the private roads and to explore the Mountains and Glens of the 
Forest throughout the year, except the Shooting Season from 12 
August to 13 October. Fishing is not allowed and dogs should not 
be taken into the Forest’.”

In the strongest terms, C.E.W. Macpherson of the Society, urged Grant of 

Rothiemurchus to either remove the notice or replace it with another; he even 

suggested some fresh wording:
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“ T his road is a permanent Public Driving Road to Auldruie at all 
times of the year connecting with the Public Road to Braemar by 
the Larig Ghru’.”^̂

Almost immediately the laird and the SRoWS were plunged into an

exchange of antagonistic letters over various rights of way and footpaths on the

estate, although the laird did suggest that if the Society could prove that his late

grandfather had once admitted the existence of a driving road on the north

shore of Loch an Eilein, then he would consider giving a renewal of his

family’s, “assurance with regard to it, if your Society so desires”/'* The

seasoned rights of way campaigner James Martineau had died in 1900, but this

cause was now being championed with fervent feminine vigour by his

daughters, who continued to act as local spies and watchdogs of all that the

lairds of Rothiemurchus did on this issue. Edith Martineau wrote to Walter

Smith in June 1904, about the personality of the present laird, and the covert

role that the Martineau ladies played on the estate. Little had changed.

“It would be worse than useless for us to plead with the present 
laird, as he is hardened against us, and particularly obstinate when 
any of his Tenants ask for the smallest act of consideration, or 
even justice.

So, should your society, or you personally, take any steps, we 
should beg you, for the cause’s sake, as well as our own, not to 
hint that the information came through us.”

Edith Martineau also complained bitterly about estate work that was 

detracting from the recreational enjoyment of the countryside. The removal of 

trees was “going on terribly fast in his woods”, and Grant of Rothiemurchus 

had laid down a Tram Line in part of the forest to haul timber, which was now 

directly causing an obstruction on footpaths across the estate. Edith asked, “is
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not the laird allowing a perfectly illegal thing — and is not your Society’s 

noticeboard reduced to a fiction and a delusion?” Her final complaint was that, 

“the timber carting and obstructions eveiywhere now render the roads most 

painful to drive” The SRoWS had to tread carefully in their dealings with the 

Martineau daughters; they had to treat the information they received from them 

in the strictest confidence, for much of it was useful in planning a campaign 

against the laird of Rothiemurchus, but they also had to keep the Society from 

becoming embroiled in irrelevant skirmishes over quite legitimate estate work 

being done in the forest at Rothiemurchus, even if it did sometimes impinge on 

the recreational activities of the Martineaus. The Society did continue to press 

the laird to recognise the existence of and, if possible, maintain rights of way on 

the estate. J.R Grant wrote angrily to C.E.W. Macpherson in August 1904 about 

the driving road on the northern side of Loch an Eilein:

. . you call it a reply to mine . . . but it contains no solution of 
my doubt whether your society contends that I am bound at my 
own expense to maintain this alleged driving right o f way for the 
public.” ®̂

There was something different about the tone of this 1903/4 battle for 

rights o f way at Rothiemurchus, as opposed to the earlier conflict o f the mid- 

1880s. As resistance on both sides of the argument hardened, so personal 

insults and covert disclosures of private infoimation increased, as both sides 

sought to out-manoeuvre each other to gain the upper hand; at the same time, 

the heavy cost of any legal battle probably guaranteed that this ultimate 

sanction was never used by either side. By far the most outrageously personal
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letter of the campaign was sent by a well-respected visitor to Rothiemurchus

Estate, C.G. Cash, whose observations of the Ospreys at the castle site on Loch

an Eilein had begun in 1894. In August 1904, he sent a letter to the home of

C.E.W. Macpherson in Edinburgh, not to the office of the SRoWS, containing

remarkable information about the financial health of Rothiemurchus Estate, and

the laird’s delicate relationship with the solicitor, Donald Grant of the Royal

Bank of Scotland in Grantown-on-Spey: “I am writing this separately sending it

to your home instead of to your office, because I dont want it to go into any

hands but your own”. It carried on thus:

“Popular rumour here, with which as a veteran visitor I am now 
some little acquainted, makes out that Donald Grant has JP Grant 
under his financial control, so that DG is de facto proprietor. I 
heard the remark made once that DG could put JPG out at his 
will.

It may be as well for you to know this, but obviously it would not 
do for me to tell you! So bum this note.

Weather glorious for three days. No Osprey yet!””

This scandalous note was not destroyed, and would have given the SRoWS

some indication of the parlous state of Rothiemurchus Estate finances at that

time, and a very good reason to launch a legal challenge to the laird, knowing

that he did not have the cash to fight them for long. They did not take this line

of action though, one senses because they had already achieved many small

victories in the twenty years or so that they had been involved in rights of way

disputes on the estate.

Walter A. Smith visited Rothiemurchus in 1925 to inspect the state of the

SRoWS guide posts and to ascertain if any new posts were required. His
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detailed report and notes on that visit suggested that four new iron posts were 

needed:

1) “at the wicket gate to the wood at Coylum Bridge” as ‘Public Path to 
Braemar’.

2) “at the Cross Roads, half a mile south of Whitewell and put up, say about 2 
yards or so, on the cart road to Auldrui beyond where it crosses the Glen 
Eunach Road” as ‘Public Driving Road to Auldrui’.

3) “at about % of a mile farther East along that road, a post where the path 
direct to Coylum Bridge goes North by west side o f the Allt na Beinne 
Mohr with 2 tickets” as (a) pointing North ‘To Coylum Bridge’, (b) 
pointing West ‘To Aviemore by the Polchar’.

4) “at about a mile further on, E by S (after crossing the river) at the point 
where the path from the Larig comes out of the wood on to the cart road” 
as ‘Public Path to Braemar by the pointing S, Larig Ghru’.̂®

This report certainly gives a flavour of how thorough the work of the 

SRoWS was on the lands of Rothiemurchus, and how complete their victory 

had been by the mid-1920s, without having to resort to a costly court battle with 

the laird during the previous forty-five years. A further indication of this 

SRoWS triumph, is evidence that suggests that by June 1962 there were as 

many as twelve Society guide posts on Rothiemurchus Estate, when the Warden 

at Glenmore Lodge volunteered the services of his recreational visitors to paint 

and maintain the posts, and was duly sent green and white paint, paint brushes 

and a wire brush, and a hearty vote of thanks by the Honorary Secretary of the 

S R oW S .T h is was hardly the ‘Cairngorm recreational adventure’ that the 

children at Glenmore Lodge had come to the area to enjoy.

Within the Cairngorms area, Rothiemurchus had become a focus for the 

campaigning efforts o f the SRoWS from around 1880, but in a sense they relied
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heavily on information obtained from local activists (in particular, the 

Martineau family, but not exclusively) and requests for action put to the Society 

by growing numbers of tourists, walkers and mountaineers who came to see 

Rothiemurchus Estate as a recreational gem, and a fundamental link in the 

access route to the high tops of the Cairngorms. Earlier successes for the 

predecessor body to the SRoWS were in brief and very public disputes, 

involving a courtroom battle in the public eye; in contrast, the campaign on 

Rothiemurchus was a 'war o f attrition’, in that it was made up of small gains 

and setbacks over a long period of time, and in that sense was unique in the 

nineteenth century. August proved to be the critical month in the dispute, and 

much of the correspondence from both sides fell during that month (the start of 

the Highland sporting season), when exclusion notices were put up in many 

glens and straths. A change of laird often saw little alteration in the tone o f the 

defence of landed interest, as all lairds instructed their legal representatives to 

refer to a disputed route as just an ‘alleged’ right of way, for to admit the 

existence of a right of way in any official correspondence would have been 

tantamount to a complete surrender to the SRoWS demands. The campaign on 

Rothiemurchus did much to ensure the development and maturation of the 

SRoWS, and taught its members to be patient in long-running access disputes.

Other Cairngorm Rights of Way Disputes 1890-1930

Despite the attention o f the SRoWS being focused on Rothiemurchus, they

did open folders on other access and rights of way disputes within the wider 

Cairngorm area, but were often unable to directly involve themselves
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wholeheartedly in the campaign. Over on Deeside, many routes around 

Braemar had been closed to recreational walkers in the 1850s, as the proprietors 

of deer forests sought to exclude walkers and tourists from their estates. In the 

second half of the nineteenth century, access restrictions were placed on the 

North Deeside Road west of the Invercauld Bridge of Dee, in Glen Ey and the 

Corienleireg route. The Duke of Leeds closed parts of the Mar Estate to 

walkers incluJiy Glen Lui Beg; by 1911, three lesser roads in Glen Ey had been 

closed including those leading to Glen Clunie, to Glen Shee by Alltanodhar and 

Glen Tatnich, and to Strathardle and Glen Femate.'*® It was not until 1891 

though, that Braemar became a centre for a public rights of way battle in which 

the SRoWS only kept an eye on the proceedings, preferring not to involve 

themselves directly in the confrontation. The laird of Invercauld had attempted 

to close a track (used jfrequently by local people) that led from the Glen Clunie 

road by the back of Craig Coinnich to a point on the present Braemar to 

B abater road, near a distinctive local landmark, a rocky outcrop known as the 

‘Lion’s Face’. The path was only % mile long, but had been valued as both a 

school and church access road. The laird erected a fence across it four times in 

August 1891; four times the fence was broken down; summer visitors to the 

town were delighted with the local entertainment provided by this ongoing 

confrontation. It is even reported that in mid-August, as the estate factor Mr. 

Foggie rebuilt the fence at one end, it was being demolished by protestors at the 

other end. This dispute was reported as far away as Edinburgh, the Edinburgh 

Evening Dispatch recording , “strong feeling in Braemar . . . that the public
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right should be maintained”, and that over £50 had been locally subscribed to 

fight the laird. The scenes on 13 August were described:

. . fence put over roadway was again attacked by a large party, 
the crossbars sawn through, and the wood broken so that 
everyone of the forty or fifty present might have a stick to put on 
the fire, which was quickly kindled, and the whole reduced to 
ashes. The party afterwards, walked in procession through the 
wood along the disputed path. Great excitement prevails.”

A doggerel verse was sung:

“Crush, crush, crush.
Let’s crush this Foggie man . . . ”

In response, the following verse was posted in Braemar on 14 August, 

showing support for the laird in this direct challenge to landed interest:

“Shall we basely crouch to tourists?
Shall we own a right o f way?
Shall our fence of pine be broken?
Shall Southron strangers rule the day?

Now the fence again is mended.
Now triumphant is our cause.
Auldowrie’s knee has never bended.
Nor shall it bend to Southron laws.

Rouse, rouse, ye kilted ghillies!
Rouse ye heroes of the North.”'̂ ^

The laird of Invercauld, sensing that the local people were not going to 

weaken in their resolve, and that the SRoWS might join the fray, decided to 

back down on this issue, after being informed by the Procurator Fiscal that the 

police could not become involved because it was a civil matter. A similar mass 

protest occurred in Newtonmore in late August 1904, reported in a letter sent to 

the SRoWS by a local supporter of the Society:
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“There was a great demonstration in Newtonmore on Saturday, 
starting on the Hill with a Piper, to open up all the old Right of 
Ways, against the Shooting Tenants challenge to prevent the 
people from going on the Hill.”'̂ ^

Throughout the 1920s, the SRoWS was deeply involved in the defence of 

numerous rights of way in Glen Tanar and its environs, including the Mounth 

over Mount Keen, the Fir Mounth road and the route from the Bridge of Muick 

via Glen Etnach to Mount Keen and south. Legal proceedings were undertaken 

on behalf of the Society by the Deeside Committee o f Aberdeen County 

Council and the County Council itself, and despite a protracted period of access 

negotiations following on from the court case in June 1930 before Lord 

Mackay, many of the adjusted routes were declared rights of way, most 

importantly for the Cairngorm Club, the road from Bridge o f Ess towards 

Glentanar House.'*^

The most unusual file that the Society held for the Cairngorms area, is one 

that focused on a dispute over access along the banks of the River Spey, and 

subsequently raised the question of rights of way across Loch Insh in 1892/93. 

The initial legal argument was between Mrs. M.A. Kinloch Grant who sought 

to prevent John Henry (the Inland Revenue Officer at Craigellachie) “from 

trespassing on the banks of the river and fishing for trout”,w h e r e  the river 

flowed through her property at Amdilly. By March 1893, she had broadened her 

legal offensive to exclude J. Henry “from entering upon or passing along the 

banks of the river Spey and from entering upon or passing along the alvens or 

bed of the river”."*̂
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Sometime in the late autumn of 1892, a Speyside Trout Fishers’ 

Association was formed and sought to raise money by subscription to defend 

John Henry and protect the public right of Trout fishing on the Spey: ‘‘with the 

view of upholding and maintaining the public right of Trout Fishing and the 

Right of Way along the banks of the River Spey and its Tributaries”. They 

sought the guidance and advice of the SRoWS in a circular letter urging that the 

issue was “a veiy important one for Strathspey and the whole of Scotland”. 

John Duncan, the Secretary of this Association saw the SRoWS as a kindred 

organisation, defending individual rights in the face of bully tactics by private 

landowners:

“These rights have been exercised and enjoyed by the public from 
time immemorial, but are at present threatened to be stopped by 
an action now pending in the Court of Session . . . The stoppage 
of Trout Fishing in rivers would be a serious loss, inasmuch that 
at the present time great numbers of people come from town 
annually, and take up summer lodgings along the banks of this 
and other rivers . . . the money received from this source by 
farmers, cottagers, tradesmen, is something veiy considerable . .  . 
this newly formed Association have decided to advance funds for 
the defence of the case.”'*®

There is no suggestion that the SRoWS offered financial help or legal

advice to the Association, but they were asked to investigate the whole question

of rights of way on river banks and over bodies of water, after all, “if the river

is navigable, which the pursuers admit, there must of necessity be a public right

of way along the Banks or alvens at least”.'*̂ The question of recreational

boating on Loch Insh was answered thus in 1892:

“The loch is practically an expanded portion of the River. The 
loch is let to a tenant for fishing. Of course he can refuse fishing



73

on it, but can he refuse a boat on it not for fishing purposes . . . 
impression is that as the loch is an expanded part of the River, the 
rights regarding it are the laws of the River, and if the River 
(though not the fish in it) is a public right of way, then this 
particular loch is also.”'̂®

John Henry and the Association were defeated in court, but the existence of 

this file does show that the rights of way debate in northern Scotland had many 

difficult legal permutations, and addressed a wide range of geographical 

features in the landscape. In the Cairngorms area, it was never just a debate that 

focused on traditional local use of old cattle drove roads through the high 

passes, and the glens of the Feshie and the Geldie.'*^

Rights of Way Issues in the Cairngorms 1930-1980

During the middle years of the twentieth century, the tough battles of the

period 1880-1920 were left behind, and the rights of way campaign in the 

Cairngorms noticeably slowed. It lacked much of the fervour and passion of the 

forty year period that had seen hard won successes, and can historically be seen 

as a time of consolidation, along with the maintenance and upkeep of guide 

posts and footpaths as a visible assertion of the Society’s continued role in the 

area. In May 1939, the link between the SRoWS and the Cairngorm Club was 

evident when James A. Parker, Secretary of the CC, wrote to G.D. Cheyne, 

Honorary Secretary of the SRoWS about the state of the Cairngorm Club 

Bridge in Rothiemurchus and some Society guide posts nearby; “and after a 

careful examination decided that the Cairngorm Club Bridge would require to 

be re-painted this year . . .  I have now received a Tender from Messrs. Dixon 

and Bain of Grantown-on-Spey . . . they are quite good people and did the
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bridge very well in 1919 and 1929 . . .  I also examined your three posts”. Parker 

suggested that the same painting firm should also spruce up the Society guide 

posts;^° by 1948, the task of erecting, painting and aligning the SRoWS guide 

posts was already being foisted off onto students at Glenmore Lodge.^* The 

celebrated Cairngorm Club Footbridge across the Allt na Beinne Moire on 

Rothiemurchus was first opened to recreational hillwalkers and mountaineers 

on 3 August 1912, and was built in full co-operation with the laird, by financial 

donations from CC members under the direction of John Clarke and James 

Parker. As early as 1914, a suggestion was made in the CC to build a mountain 

indicator on Ben MacDui as a guide to hillwalkers, but it was not until August 

1925, and in front o f a crowd o f 136, that the indicator on the mountain was 

unveiled. These two Cairngorm Club schemes blended well with the existing 

wider recreational and access provisions on Rothiemurchus and the high tops, 

as did another CC indicator placed on Lochnagar in July 1924, and unveiled 

before 142 people.^^

There is some humour in the suggested scheme whereby students taking 

courses at Glenmore Lodge would conduct SRoWS guide post work at 

Rothiemurchus. In July 1948, the Rev. R.J.B. Clark who was supervising the 

students, expressed concern to W.D. Davidson of the SRoWS that the guide 

posts might be too heavy for the children to carry, especially as Glenmore was 

“a good distance” jfrom Rothiemurchus, and “a tubular steel post could be very 

heavy”. He also knew nothing of a rumour circulating, that his students were to 

erect a footbridge in Glen Feshie across the Eidart.^^ Davidson sought to calm
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the worries of the cleric by suggesting that the weight of a guide post, with a 

small name plate on the top was only 50 lbs., and that a direction plate only 

weighted 5VS Ibs.̂ "̂  The Rev. Clarke’s reply to this information was brief: “they 

will be heavy to cany but we will do our best with them”.̂  ̂This fresh wave of 

guide post installation in the late 1940s came about because most o f them had 

been removed from the forests and mountains of the Cairngorms during the war 

years. The Society did encounter some problems during the re-erection of these 

posts, as landowners and gamekeepers sought to prevent the re-deployment of 

the guide posts on estates by claiming that some were not present before the 

war. In August 1948, the Rev. Clark was obstructed in his guide post work by 

the owner of Forest Lodge in Abemethy Forest who claimed that there never 

had been any posts “at Ryvoan or Nethy”, and that “the use of a right of way 

does not include the right to erect sign posts . . . but he is a very decent man”. 

This challenge to the activities of the Society angered Clark, who wrote that he 

would only continue to help the SRoWS if they “were only replacing posts 

removed during the war. I agreed to do this for you on the understanding that 

we were replacing posts, not erecting new posts. I do not like the country side 

spoiled with posts”.̂® In 1946, the Society had instigated one of their infrequent 

surveys of the guide posts that had been erected since 1925, the date o f the last 

register.

Vandalism was also an issue that the Society had to confront as early as 

1953, when an increasing number o f youth clubs and organisations were 

venturing into the Cairngorms as part of the ‘progressive education’ doctrine
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that placed a good deal of emphasis on healthy open-air recreation. In July

1953, a party of Boy Scouts from Dumfries-shire contrived to break off the arm

of a SRoWS direction sign, as they larked about at the entrance to the Larig

Ghru. It was obviously seen as a serious disciplinary matter, as the Deputy

Chief Constable of Inverness-shire wrote directly to the SRoWS,^’ and three

weeks later an angry laird of Rothiemurchus voiced his frustration about the

behaviour of such visitors to his property:

“[signs] have been apparently wilfully broken and destroyed. It 
would appear from an examination of some stones which have 
paint markings on them that the culprits must have caused the 
damage by throwing stones at the indicators.” ®̂

The significance of this letter from the laird in 1953, is that it also reveals

the existence of landowner pride for the SRoWS guide posts and indicators

placed into his care on his estate, in direct contrast to the bitter confrontations

about rights of way and public access just seventy years ago. In this new age of

motor car recreation into the Cairngorms, guide posts originally erected to

direct hillwalkers, began to cause confusion and irritation amongst the growing

number of motorists using minor roads in the area. The Divisional Surveyor of

Roads, based in Kingussie, voiced his concerns to the SRoWS in May 1956:

“At the junction of the Drumguish Road with Route B970, 
Newtonmore/Nethy Bridge Road you have a sign ‘To Glen Feshie 
and Glen Geldie’ . . .  I have had numerous complaints from 
motorists mistaking this for the Glenfeshie Road which branches 
off the B970 about three and a half miles further North opposite 
Loch Insh . . .  I suggest it should be prefixed with ‘Footpath’.’î»59

A good indicator o f how the conflict over rights of way had diminished 

greatly over the course of the, twentieth century on a privately owned estate
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such as Rothiemurchus, is further shown by Colonel Grant’s willingness to call

a meeting in the Spring of 1973 (after his own discussions with the District

Clerk of Badenoch) to “discuss rights of way in the Rothiemurchus area” and to

“work out a comprehensive sign-posting scheme for his estate”.®® Such a move

by the lairds of Rothiemurchus would have been unthinkable prior to the 1950s.

The designation of the Cairngorms NNR in 1954 brought the likelihood of even

more visitors coming into the area and walking through Rothiemurchus, and in

a fashion dealt a fatal blow to any landowner opposition to the comprehensive

sign-posting of all paths and rights of way on the estate. Elsewhere in the

Cairngorms, some landowners still sought to try to take a confrontational stance

well into the 1960s. The Society advised one of their local agents based in

Rothiemurchus about events in Abemethy Forest in 1962:

“. . . to the best of my recollection, what happened about the sign 
‘Ryvoan’ was that shortly after we put it up, the factor had it 
taken down and at that time we did not pursue the matter. Since 
then , . . .  we have had correspondence with the factor (somewhat 
one-sided as he does not usually reply). . . ’” 61

Just as in the 1880s and 1890s, local agents and sympathisers of the Society 

continued to play an active role in the policing of the infrastructure of rights of 

way (guide post and footpath maintenance) in the Cairngorms in the 1960s and 

1970s. These individuals were the eyes and ears of the Society in the district. 

An American SRoWS member Robert Duncan, visiting the Cairngorms from 

New York in August 1963, wrote of his stay in Aviemore and his 

disappointment at not being able to go up Cairn Gorm on the chairlift due to
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inclement weather. He also offered a suggestion about the sign-posting for the

Larig Ghru, and at Loch an Eilein.

“I found the markings of the Lairig Ghru at both ends pretty 
vague for a first-time visitor . . .  The metal sign at Loch-an-Eilean 
approach is badly rusted and somewhat hidden . . . there is a fork 
with no sign.”®

Duncan wrote to the Society again in October, expressing his love for the 

Cairngorm mountains and enclosing a donation of £10, “to be of aid to the 

Society . . . especially if it were in any way connected with the Lairig Ghru”.® 

Affleck Gray wrote to the SRoWS in May 1972, having just retired from twenty 

years’ work with the Forestry Commission and in search of part-time 

employment, having noticed on a recent walk through the Larig Ghru, that “the 

signpost at the Rothiemurchus end had been broken, presumably by vandals”. 

He asked if  he could become a paid local agent of the Society, being a native of 

the Cairngorm district, and an active hillwalker and mountaineer, camping out 

“annually on the high plateaux . . .  I know these mountains intimately”.® A 

majority of such letters written on the chance of prospective employment are 

from names that are subsequently lost to history, but Affleck Gray retired to 

Corrour in Pitlochry and went on to write two popular books on the folklore 

and mythology of the Cairngorms.®

As the SRoWS aged, it became less radical and confrontational, while in 

the period 1847 to 1920 it had been in the vanguard of popular protest. As the 

1970s wore on, and as an environmental awareness grew into a campaigning 

zeal within younger nature conservation and recreation organisations, the
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SRoWS became increasingly sidelined. One issue in which the Society showed 

no desire for a fight, was that of bulldozed estate tracks in remote and popular 

recreational glens in the Cairngorms. In September 1974, Ann Wakeling of the 

Strathspey Mountaineering Club, urged the SRoWS in her letter to take a stance 

against the proliferation of estate tracks in Glen Feshie, describing the scene 

thus:

. . this ugly track has destroyed one of the pleasantest ‘single 
file’ footpaths I knew and is now most unpleasant to walk on . . . 
a new track was bulldozed on the steep and unstable hillside, this 
has now landslipped and is dangerous and impassable. A new 
track has been gouged out at the foot of this slope, and it appears 
that an attempt has been made to divert the river to the far side of 
its bed.”

Wakeling sought action from the SRoWS on “the damage caused by 

haphazard bulldozing, or tracks for land rovers, where good footpaths have 

gone before”.̂® In their reply, the Society suggested that such disclosures about 

the landscape disfigurement in the glen would best be confined to an article in 

The Scots Magazine, as well as meekly accepting, “that there is not very much 

which either the Society, the local authorities or the public can do about the 

disfigurement . . .”.®’ One of the most positive acts of the Society during the 

1970s was to publish a recreational map with accompanying route descriptions 

under the title The Cairngorm Passes; the tone was conciliatory in the attached 

‘Notes to Walkers’. Priced at 25p., and thus being published post-1971 and 

decimalization, it urged hillwalkers and climbers in the Cairngorms to respect 

the countryside, keep dogs on a lead, to shut all gates and to take all litter home. 

Picnic fires were banned, unless “lit on rocks and gravel, and carefully
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extinguished afterwards with water”, and all recreational visitors were to “avoid 

spoiling the sport of those who have the right to i t . . . you will help to assure 

for yourself and others a welcome when visiting the Highlands”.̂ * The 

production of maps was an important promotional activity undertaken by the 

SRoWS. The direct forerunner of this ‘Cairngorm Passes’ map was a collection 

of maps of Speyside and the Cairngorms from the first half of the twentieth 

century, marked to show alleged rights of way/^ What is noticeable about the 

content of this later map of the Cairngorms from the 1970s, is the wholly 

reasonable and conciliatory tone that it strikes, suggesting that over time the 

original confrontational stance taken by the Society and landowners such as the 

Grants of Rothiemurchus, had mellowed within the need to seek consensus in 

the modem era.
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SRO: GD 335-80, ‘Inverness-shire Guide Posts/Rights of Way File, 
1931-1975’, Letter from James A. Parker, Secretary, Cairngorm Club, 
Aberdeen, to G.D. Cheyne, Hon. Secretary, Scottish Rights of Way Society, 
Edinburgh, dated 18 May 1939.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from W.D. Davidson, Scottish Rights o f Way 
Society, Edinburgh to Rev. R.J.B. Clark, Aviemore Hotel, Aviemore, dated 
28 June 1948.

See Ewen, op. cit., pp. 10-13; Plaque: Cairngorm Club Footbridge, 
Rothiemurchus,per5. obs. On the plate attached to the bridge, the word 
Beinne is mis-spelt as ‘Bienne’. On modem OS maps the bum is now 
identified as Am Beanaidh.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from Rev. R.J.B. Clark, Aviemore Hotel, to 
W.D. Davidson, Scottish Rights of Way Society, dated 6 July 1948.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from W.D. Davidson, Scottish Rights of Way 
Society, to Rev. R.J.B. Clark, Aviemore Hotel, dated 14 July 1948.
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SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from Rev. R.J.B. Clark, Aviemore Hotel, to 
W.D. Davidson, Scottish Rights of Way Society, dated 16 July 1948. The 
Rev. Clark (with his wife) was appointed the first Warden of Glenmore 
Lodge in September 1948, but they only stayed for eighteen months before 
departing to take up an Episcopal position in Edinburgh. The cleric had 
been a keen supporter of pioneering educational social work, and had led 
mountain rescue teams in Glencoe and Lochaber.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from Rev. R.J.B. Clark, Glenmore Lodge, 
Cairngorms, to W.D. Davidson, Scottish Rights of Way Society, Edinburgh, 
dated 30 August 1948.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from Deputy Chief Constable, Inverness-shire 
County Constabulary HQ, Inverness Castle, to Secretary, Scottish Rights of 
Way Society, Edinburgh, dated 17 August 1953.

SRO: GD 335-80, Letter from J.P. Grant of Rothiemurchus, Rothiemurchus 
Estate Office, Cairngorms, to Secretary, Scottish Rights of Way Society, 
Edinburgh, dated 7 September 1953.

SRO: GD 35-80, Letter from D.I. Junor, Divisional Surveyor, Kingussie, to 
Secretary, Scottish Rights of Way Society, Edinburgh, dated 29 May 1956.

SRO: GD 335-81. Letter from D.W. MacPherson, Secretary, Scottish 
Rights of Way Society, Edinburgh, to Richard Cameron, County Planning 
Officer, Inverness, dated 30 March 1973.

SRO: GD 335-81, Letter from Scottish Rights o f Way Society, Edinburgh, 
to A.M. Leney, Rothiemurchus, dated 23 September 1962.

SRO: GD 335-81, Letter from Robert F. Duncan, Broad Street, NY, USA to 
W.D. Davidson, Honorary Secretary, Scottish Rights of Way Society, dated 
18 September 1963.

SRO: GD 335-81, Letter from Robert F. Duncan, NY, USA, to Scottish 
Rights of Way Society, dated 22 October 1963.

SRO: GD 335-81, Letter from Affleck Gray, Pitlochry, to Secretary,
Scottish Rights of Way Society, Edinburgh, dated 15 May 1972.

See Affleck Gray, Legends o f  the Cairngorms (Mainstream Pub. Co., 
Edinburgh, 1987), reprinted 1989; Affleck Gray, The Big Grey Man o f  Ben 
MacDhui (Birlinn Ltd., Edinburgh, 1994).
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SRO; GD 335-81, Letter from Ann Wakeling, Secretary, Strathspey 
Mountaineering Club, Aviemore to the Scottish Rights of Way Society, 
Edinburgh, dated 13 September 1974.

SRO: GD 335-81, Letter from D.W. MacPherson, Secretary, Scottish 
Rights of Way Society, to Ann Wakeling, Secretary, Strathspey 
Mountaineering Club, dated 3 October 1974.

SRO: GD 335-109, Map: The Cairngorm Passes, published by Scottish 
Rights o f Way Society Ltd., 1 Lutton Place, Edinburgh, n.d. (post-1971), 
price 25p. See section ‘Notes to Walkers’.

See SRO: RHP 38093/1 and SRO: RHP 38093/2. ‘Plan of Speyside and 
Cairngorms marked to show alleged rights of way’, no surveyor, n.d., but 
probably first half of the twentieth century. Formerly held in SRO: GD 335. 
Both maps were drawn on the scale of 1 inch = 1 mile, and covered the 
counties of Aberdeen, Banff, Inverness, Perth and Moray and Nairn. The 
map showed First class roads. Second class roads. Third class roads. 
Unclassified roads. Scheduled Rights of Way, Rights of Way Claimed.
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CHAPTER THREE

JAMES BRYCE: HIS ACCESS CAMPAIGN IN SCOTLAND 
AND HIS CRITICS 1884-1930

Running concurrently with the extra-parliamentaiy campaign for rights of 

way and access onto estates such as Rothiemurchus in the last two decades of 

the nineteenth century, there was an equally important parliamentary campaign 

for access to mountains in Scotland, led by the Liberal MP James Bryce. The 

contribution of James Bryce to the history of countryside recreation, and the 

legacy of his campaign to the National Parks debate of the 1930s and 1940s has 

been well documented by writers on the environmental histoiy of Britain, such 

as John Sheail, David Evans and Harvey Taylor,^ and by an early champion of 

access to upland environments from the first years of the 1920s: B.A. Baker 

dedicated his book The Highlands With Rope and Rucksack to ‘The Memory of 

Viscount Bryce — Vindicator of Access to Mountains’.̂  However, the focus of 

these studies of the Access to Mountains Bills dating from 1884 onwards, has 

been in placing the parliamentary campaign for access to the mountainous areas 

o f Britain in the broadest national context; this short chapter traces only the 

history of the Parliamentaiy Bills that addressed solely the Scottish situation, 

that is, the Bills from 1884 to 1908. The argument for this approach is that this 

parliamentary agitation for open access to the hills covers a very similar time 

period as the most confrontational exploits of the SRoWS in the Cairngorms, 

especially on Rothiemurchus and Deeside. James Bryce straddles both 

campaigns, for he was the first President (in 1889) of the radical Cairngorm
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Club bom of the liberal political tradition of the city of Aberdeen, and an MP 

for South Aberdeen from 1885. Harvey Taylor stresses Bryce’s role at the local 

level in the eastern Highlands, alongside that at Westminster, believing that his 

“prominent role in the early parliamentary campaign for countay access was 

augmented by his major contribution, in collaboration with colleagues in the 

Cairngorm Club, to the first real . . . challenge to the practice of preventing 

walkers and others from roaming freely in the Scottish hills’’.̂  From February 

1884 onwards, James Bryce introduced a dozen Private Members Bills 

promoting access to the mountains and moorlands of Scotland, with the support 

of other parliamentarians, but they all failed."* The preamble to the first ‘Bill to 

Secure To the Public Access to Mountains and Moorland in Scotland’ spoke of 

the role of deer forests and associated concepts of exclusivity, that had recently 

(the 1870s and 1880s) deprived “Her Majesty’s subjects of the rights which 

they have heretofore enjoyed of walking upon these and other tracts of 

uncultivated mountain and moorland for purposes of recreation and scientific or 

artistic study”. Although it has been customary to view Bryce’s Bill as one of 

the earliest attempts in the access campaign to bring ‘new liberties’ on the 

populace, it is apparent that Bryce himself drew much of his inspiration from 

the past, and sought the restoration of what he identified as ancient and 

traditional rights.^ It was a short Bill, and in its second section it asked that “no 

owner or occupier o f uncultivated mountain or moorlands in Scotland shall be 

entitled to exclude any person from walking on such lands for the purposes of 

recreation or scientific or artistic study, or to molest him in so walking”. The 

Bill also sought to stress that any recreational activity of a scientific or artistic
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bent in an upland environment would be justifiable defence against the threat of prosecution for 

‘alleged trespass’, by an action of interdict taken out by a landowner. Of course, defining the 

boundaries of what Bryce saw as legitimate and respectful recreational activities was a central 

feature of the Bill; Bryce saw the need to tone down the radical elements of the Bill in the face of 

expected conservative opposition, and so included a list of activities that were to be excluded 

from the Bill, and for which exclusion from uncultivated land was to be permitted. These were 

principally, against poachers, egg collectors, dog walkers, vandals who wilfully destroyed fences 

or disturbed livestock . . where any person goes on land with any malicious intent or otherwise 

than for the purposes of recreation . . Access to young plantations o f trees, and parks and 

gardens adjacent to houses was also excluded from the Bill.^

The table below provides a quick reference to the parliamentary history of each of Bryce’s 

Bills:

TABLE 1

James Bryce’s Access to Mountains Bills

Year Bill Number W hen read (if known)

1884 122’ 28 February 1884
1885 21 * 29 October 1885
1886 90* 25 January 1886
1887 51^ 28 January 1887
1888 103" 13 Februaiy and 17 April 1888
1889 114^ 25 February 1889
1890 20" 12 February and 27 November 1890
1891 126" as a resolution 17 February 1891
1892 213" 9 March and 13 June 1892
1897 44" 22 January 1897
1898 71" Petitioned 21 April, 2 May, 5 May, 7 June, 10 June 1898
1900 39" 2 February and 16 May 1900

(Source: British Sessional Papers)
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Throughout its parliamentary history, Bryce’s Bill remained little altered 

over the years. In 1887, a clause was added on scientific recreational activity 

that sought to exclude collectors who destroyed or uprooted plants or shrubs. A 

clause to exclude visitors carrying a firearm was added in 1888, along with 

other clauses that sought to curb illegal camping and the lighting of fires, and to 

prevent the defacing of trees (possibly with Victorian ‘graffiti’ initials). By 

1897, the entire preamble to the Bill had been dramatically shortened, speaking 

simply of it being “desirable to secure to the public the right of free access to 

uncultivated mountains and moorlands, subject to proper provisions for 

preventing any abuse of such r ight. . . ”

Introducing his Bills in Parliament in the 1880s and 1890s, James Bryce 

became an impassioned champion of the access campaign in Scotland, and 

expressed some very early concerns about the spiritual and physical needs of 

the populace to secure a wider and assured enjoyment of the countryside in 

Scotland, “ . . .  the need for the opportunity of enjoying nature and places where 

health may be regained by bracing air and exercise and where the jaded mind 

can rest in silence and in solitude”. There was considerable anger in his 

speeches about private landowners and the rise of deer forests after 1840/50 in 

Scotland, and the subsequent exclusion of the people from the hills; “the 

scenery of our country has been filched away from us just when we have begun 

to desire it more than ever before”, he argued in 1892. John Amott has shown 

that Biyce was heavily influenced by what he had seen overseas in Switzerland 

and Italy, and in the concept of National Parks in the USA as a planned
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approach to the public recreational use of mountainous or uncultivated land.

There is a touch of John Muir in this passage, again from 1892, about a spiritual

wilderness in Scotland.

‘The Creator speaks to his creatures through his works, and 
appointed the grandeur and the loveliness of the mountains and 
glens and the silence of the moorlands . . .  to have their fitting 
influence on the thoughts of men, stirring their nature and 
touching their imagination, chasing away cares and the dull 
monotony of everyday life and opening up new and inexhaustible 
sources of enjoyment and delight.

It is on behalf of these enjoyments and those who need them most 
and in the hope of preserving for the people one of the most 
precious parts o f their national inheritance that I ask the House to 
agree to this Resolution.”^̂

In 1892, in a Conservative Parliament, a resolution was passed approving 

the general principle of the Bill, which itself had only been passed to a second 

reading in 1888. When the Bill eventually failed again in 1892, Bryce argued 

that the government, “having taken heart of grace, and recognised the right of 

the people to enjoy their own scenery”, failed to build on that momentum due to 

the insidious influence of “their friends the landlords and sporting tenants”. The 

First Lord of the Treasury, A.J. Balfour retorted that the entire access issue had, 

“nothing to do with the rights of the public, who have no rights in this matter; it 

is a question of privileges to be granted . . In the debate over the Bill in 

1900, Bryce spoke of his desire to welcome in a “spirit of compromise” (at the 

dawn of a new century) over the question of access to the countryside in 

Scotland, although he still described the situation thus: “a grievance exists in 

. . .  the exclusion of the public from large tracts of country containing the finest
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scenery . . In this debate, the MP for West Renfrewshire, believed that there 

was no cause for such a Bill in Scotland, where only in truly exceptional 

circumstances were the public excluded from the Scottish hills — “I would not 

hesitate to say we have as great freedom in 999 cases out of 1,000 in Scotland 

as is enjoyed in any other part of the United Kingdom”—  Scotland he believed 

had no cause for grievance.^^

Criticism of the Bryce Bill was not confined to Parliament. In August 1891, 

J. Parker Smith (a member of the SMC and SRoWS) penned an article strongly 

opposing the need for legislation in the access debate in Scotland, believing that 

the line taken by the Edinburgh-based SMC, that of collaboration between 

groups of mountaineers and private landowners on the issue, should be retained 

as it had proved its worth. Parker Smith believed that the constant agitation by 

Bryce, with the support of the Cairngorm Club, was destined to “set the heather 

on fire . . . cause an amount of irritation entirely disproportionate to any 

advantage to be derived from it”. He did go on to urge Parliament to act not on 

the access question per se, but on the need to protect and maintain rights of way 

in Scotland, which he saw as the “first consequence for the public enjoyment of 

the Highlands . . .  They open much of the finest scenery in Scotland, and would 

go far to satisfy the wants of the active-bodied tourist”.̂  ̂Such a prominent anti

legislation stance no doubt gave considerable succour to those opposing 

Biyce’s Bills, and fiirther reinforced the different political and cultural roots of 

the CC and the SMC. Mountaineers in Scotland in the last two decades of the 

nineteenth century were not speaking with one voice. Indeed, a Bill against
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widespread open access was put forward in 1892 by Sir C J . Pearson 'To 

Regulate the Access of the Public to Mountains in Scotland’, which sought to 

allow only limited recreational use of the hills, whilst excluding visitors at all 

times from enclosed woods or plantations, from lands registered as deer forest 

during the stalking season (August 12^ -  October 15*), and jfrom certain 

designated types of agricultural land. It stood for everything that Bryce despised 

about landed interest in Scotland.^

The Access to Mountains Bill, introduced in 1908 by Sir Charles Trevelyan 

owed much to Bryce’s earlier Bills but applied to England and Wales, as well as 

to Scotland. This Bill went on to a second reading and had the support of 

Winston Churchill MP and Ramsay MacDonald MP.^“ A separate Scottish Bill 

was also attempted in 1908.^  ̂In a long and wide-ranging debate in the House in 

May 1908, it was obvious that conservative landed interest both in England and 

Scotland would prevent the Bill from passing into law, despite a growing body 

of parliamentary support. The rights of the sporting tenant were keenly 

defended. J.F. Mason (MP for Windsor) spoke of the curse o f recreationalists 

on the hills during the stalking season as the glens were cleared of deer; he 

asked if  a clause could be included whereby “the tourist should become 

invisible and divest himself of this odour”. A Yorkshire MP spoke of the well 

known “failings of tourists”, as they invaded the countryside, “forest burning, 

names cut in trees, plants taken up and destroyed, horns blowing and comets 

playing”. Lord Willoughby de Eresby (MP for Homcastle in Lincolnshire) 

expressed concern about the effect that unrestricted access might have on
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Highland golf courses, many of which had been built in the 1880s and 1890s on 

what could be identified as uncultivated land. He was not going to have his 

legitimate recreational sport disturbed by “anybody who wished to make 

himself a nuisance sitting down with a sandwich on the eighteenth green and 

refusing to move. He could say he was sitting there for recreation . . He went 

on to express his wony that the champions of access legislation constantly 

referred to Switzerland as a role model for open access to the hills; he then 

made a quite remarkable statement that holds immense relevance to the future 

of Cairn Gorm in the mid-1990s, begging that Scotland, “would never be 

reduced to such a state as Switzerland, with funicular railways climbing up the 

mountains”.̂  ̂Remember, this prophetic statement was made in May 1908.

The perceived threat from legislation regarding access to estates in 

Scotland in the first decades of the twentieth century, brought an organised and 

co-ordinated response from Scottish landowners in the face of such a 

recreational challenge to their property rights. They had created a national 

organisation, the Scottish Land and Property Federation in 1906 (which became 

the Scottish Landowners’ Federation in 1950), holding a preliminary meeting 

on 10 November in the Balmoral Hotel in Edinburgh, with the Earl of Dalkeith 

in the chair. The call was for an organisation that would promote united action 

on the part of “Landowners, their Tenants, and others interested in landed 

property and the welfare of agriculture”, though the main stimulus to the 

foundation of the SLF was the general anti-landlord, pro-land tax, pro-death 

duty liberal government of the time. Lord Polwarth and Sir Kenneth Mackenzie



96

anticipated a battle ahead with those who would seek to disturb the rural status 

quo, urging; “That this meeting resolve to form a Central Association or Union 

for all Scotland for the Defence of Property in Land and the Promotion of 

Agricultural and other rural interests” .̂ ’ The impetus to create a national body 

had come from the creation of a regional organisation, the North East of 

Scotland Land Defence Association, which held its first meeting in Aberdeen in 

August 1906, and concerned itself in particular with, the defence of Highland 

estates (including those in the Cairngorms area) against “unjust and injurious 

legislation” (a reference to the Access to Mountains Bills), and the “interchange 

of information and cooperation between landowners of the district”. The Duke 

of Richmond and Gordon was elected President.^® This north-east of Scotland 

body of landowners should be seen as a direct forerunner of the way that 

Strathspey and Deeside landowners came together during 1930 to offer 

concerted opposition to the earliest proposals to create a National Park in the 

Cairngorms [see Chapter Nine]. However, the initial landowners’ call to arms 

was not widely heeded and the archives record that in September 1919 there 

was grave concern that the Scottish Land and Property Federation (SLPF) 

would fold due to proprietor lack of interest and support, and low finances. The 

organisation was saved by a rallying cry from the Bari of Moray, after a crisis 

meeting.^®

By 1924, it was clear that the SLPF were well enough organised to oppose 

stridently that year’s Access to Mountains Bill for Scotland. The Duke of 

Atholl wrote to G. Erskine Jackson, Secretary of the SLPF, delighted that the
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conservative SMC had once again come out against the need for access 

legislation, and that all sheep farmers in Scotland were also opposed to any 

such damaging legislation. His letter then launched into a vitriolic personal 

attack on the countryside writer and access campaigner, Ernest Baker:

. . h i s  a Club called the Rucksack in Birmingham, of which 
Dr. Baker is a shining light, that supports i t . . .  This Dr. Baker has 
written a lot of poisonous stuff on the subject and presumably will 
continue to do so, and I fancy literature on the subject at the next 
election will be prepared by him.” °̂

Additional succour to the SLPF campaign of opposition, came from the 

Scottish Estate Factors’ Society (SEFS), also based in Edinburgh, who wrote in 

August 1924 of the widespread damage to agricultural interests in Scotland, 

should recreational provision win the day in Parliament. The list included 

damage to dykes, fences and gates; disturbance of livestock; an increased risk 

of fire; the loss of grazing by the repeated tramping down of grass; the walkers’ 

habit of not closing gates would lead to stock straying and spreading disease; 

“as a consequence there would be a reduction in value of land and consequently 

of rents, and diminution of stock and of employment” .̂ * Two years later, in the 

face of another Access to Mountains Bill in 1926/27, the SLPF produced a 

document entitled ‘Arguments against the Bill’ which they circulated amongst 

members and other allied organisations. They fell prey to the trespass myth, 

boldly stating, “There is no law of trespass in Scotland. People can go where 

they choose . . , there is no necessity for such Bill”. The SLPF, in its wisdom, 

felt that the tourist in Scotland had few expectations or demands: “Tourists 

seldom want to go off the high road except for a picnic up a bum near the
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road”, stated point 3 on the list of arguments. The document reiterated many of 

the points made by the SEFS in 1924, fearful of a decline in sporting rentals in 

the Highlands from the deleterious effects of any increased recreational 

pressure on mountain or moorland. It was felt that some visitors to the 

Highlands were just not responsible enough to be there; “such persons . . .  may 

damage fences and leave gates open”. The word ‘recreation’ was felt to be too 

vague a term, as concern was expressed that ‘unworthy’ tourists and visitors 

might bring “football, cricket, anything . . .” to the glens.^  ̂It is fascinating that 

the Scottish Branch of the RSPB took a similar line in May 1926, when their 

Honorary Secretary, John Crosthwaite, corresponded with James Hunter Blair 

of Ayr. Crosthwaite stressed that a love of nature and beautiful scenery was 

often sadly, “accompanied by other ill regulated desires and still more 

objectionable unregulated action”. There was a danger in presenting legislation 

that would offer greater recreational freedom in the Highlands of Scotland, not 

just to “rarer nesting Scottish birds”, but also “bearing in mind the inherent 

destructiveness of undisciplined man”. Crosthwaite did believe that all people 

should have access to “the treasures of nature”, but that such access had to be 

strictly regulated.^^ Once again, a call for access to be granted to those who 

were considered morally and professionally ‘fit’ enough to be on mountain and 

moorland, which still in the mid-1920s meant scientists and responsible and 

respectable mountaineers. Others, had no cause to be there.

The SLPF was urged to act over calls for existing estate roads and paths to 

be opened up for wider recreational use. T.M. Murray, while admitting that such
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things were created “to help lazy people get about”, urged all landowners to !

take a strong stance against the public being allowed to make use of any private ;

routes across private estates: “There should be no right granted to the public to 

use such private roads and paths which take some keeping”, he explained/'^ All ;

these canvassed opinions from landowners and other organisations and bodies 

allied against the Access to Mountains Bill in the 1920s, bolstered the stance 

that the SLPF took in Scotland as a whole and in a region such as the 

Cairngorms against the Bills. On the parliamentaiy front, certain MPs known to 

be friendly to the cause were targeted to receive SLPF propaganda, in particular 

George Balfour, who was seen as a willing crusader “in preventing contentious 

bills from slipping through”.̂ ^

Access to Mountains Bills were attempted in 1924, 1927, 1930 and 1938; 

an Access to Mountains Act was finally passed in 1939, but it was 

“emasculated by the landowning interests” during its passage through the 

House of Lords, so that few champions of the cause of unrestricted access to 

the hills celebrated its arrival on the statute book.̂ ® It is now widely accepted 

that the real culmination of the campaign for access started by James Biyce and 

the Cairngorm Club in the 1880s, both in the hills and at Westminster, was the 

passing into law of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 

1949, although the distinctive Scottish origins of the campaign were subsumed 

and then lost within a wider British campaigning lobby in the middle of the 

twentieth centuiy. One angle of this campaign that has not yet been 

investigated, and would be very hard to prove, is that the right of access to
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mountains might be a nineteenth-century invention of tradition. Could Bryce 

have elaborated on the uncertainties and ambiguity of the right to roam 

tradition, in order to present a situation in the 1880s that appeared to be more 

cut and dried than was the reality?

On 8 June 1897, James Bryce delivered a fascinating speech to the 

Cairngorm Club in Aberdeen, which appears to have escaped the attention of 

environmental historians and writers on the history of the countryside. In this 

address entitled ‘The Preservation of Natural Scenery’, which was subsequently 

published verbatim in the CC Journal o f July 1897, Bryce sought to identify the 

“worth of natural scenery . . . and what steps can be taken to preserve it”, and 

revealed the visionary nature of his own thinking on the role o f mankind within 

the natural world. Much of what he said that summer evening in 1897, albeit to 

a home audience not far from his beloved Cairngorms, holds a degree of ‘late 

twentieth centuiy environmental thought’ over 75 years ahead of its time. He 

identified three enemies to our scenic appreciation o f the Highlands namely, 

advertisers, commercial companies and the railways; he also spoke of the need 

for regulation in countryside planning lest “scenery was injured by the putting 

up of buildings in unsuitable sites and places”. Bryce sought the creation of a 

“Department o f State” that could protect “buildings and sites of great historical 

interest, ancient buildings of exceptional beauty and architectural interest, and 

striking and remarkable pieces of natural scenery”, which to the modem ear 

would be akin to calling for the creation of an all-encompassing agency 

blending Scottish Natural Heritage, with Historic Scotland and the National
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Trust for Scotland. Indeed, the text of Bryce’s address reads like a proposal for 

the creation of National Scenic Areas (NSA) rather than a call for National 

Parks in Scotland, although he does talk of his access campaign seeking 

provisions for all people to enjoy Scotland’s scenery, and of his battles to 

prevent “the destruction o f . . .  unique and wonderMly beautifiil piece[s] of 

scenery . . .  There ought to be . . .  some means of preserving for the nation as a 

whole a thing in which the nation as a whole had an interest, and which was 

part of the inheritance the nation had received and wished to hand on”. There 

was much in the speech about generative influences, with Bryce even urging 

the CC members to be aware that they were just “trustees” of this “priceless 

source of the purest pleasures”;̂ '' there was loud applause after this remark, as 

the climbers and mountaineers of Aberdeen warmly accepted their role as 

‘searchers after the beautiftxT. Even the rival SMC, just a year later, seemed to 

have warmed to Bryce’s message about mountaineers being aesthetes.^*

James Bryce conducted his parliamentary and extra-parliamentary 

campaigns for the public recreational access to the mountains and moorlands of 

Scotland, at a time when the power of the private landowners in the Highlands 

and the attached concept of exclusivity via sporting interests and deer forests 

was at its greatest. The expansion of the deer forest as a geographical and 

financial land use unit was particularly evident in the eastern Highlands, in an 

area such as the Cairngorms, in the last decades of the nineteenth centuiy. Prior 

to 1750, some high and poor ground had long been called ‘deer forest’ in places 

such as Mar, Atholl and Invercauld where the deer were hunted in deer drives,^^
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but it would be during the second half of the nineteenth century that so many 

estates in the Highlands converted to deer forest, especially after the mid-1870s 

when the value of wool fell, and the mid-1880s when the value of sheep 

declined. A Departmental Committee reported the following growth figures for 

land used as deer forest in Scotland by 1922:

TABLE 2 

Land used as Deer Forest in Scotland

Year Total Acreage

1883 1,975,209
1892 2,472,133
1906 3,327,086
1912 3,584,966
1920 3,432,385

40

(Source: Lands in Scotland Used as Deer Forests, Cmd. 1636)

It did not become customaiy to let Highland shootings to sporting tenants 

until the 1860s and 1870s, but this form of recreational sporting income 

remained a mainstay of many estates past 1912, when the deer forest area 

reached its zenith, and into the modem era.'*' It is interesting that the 

Departmental Committee of 1919 thought it wise to tackle the issue of 

widespread recreational activity on land used as deer forest, although James 

Bryce would have gained no heart from their belief that “the value of certain 

forests adjacent to tourist centres is considerably depreciated by the frequency 

of disturbance during the stalking season”. There was a whiff o f the SMC in 

their conclusion, that in general good relations existed between estate owners 

and “tourists and hill climbers”, and that those visitors who take “the trouble to
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ask for leave are usually given eveiy facility, and often, when necessary, offered 

accommodation"/^ This was conciliatory to landed interest, to the extreme. 

Indeed in May 1901, the SMC allowed the landowner Duncan Darroch of 

Torridon to express freely warm sentiments towards scientific visitors on 

Highland estates, although he did concede that “deer disliked the odour of a 

scientist", in his SMC Journal article that reeked of the good relations that the 

Edinburgh mountaineering élite sought to maintain with west Highland 

landowners It was all veiy different in the eastern Highlands, especially when 

the Cairngorm Club was involved.

From around 1990, both the CCS and later SNH have sought to provide 

some clarification on the law, practice and procedure of the public’s access to 

the countryside and rights of way in Scotland. A practical guide was produced, 

but concluded that the only definitive statements on the law would come from 

the courtroom. Despite the campaigning vigour of James Bryce, the CC and the 

SRoWS from the 1880s onwards, “the result is that public rights of way are 

viewed somewhat negatively as an interference with the primary rights of 

landowners, rather than positively as rights which members of the public are 

entitled to exercise and enjoy . . . "  A day’s stalking can, indeed, be wrecked by 

walkers at the wrong point, and cattle can be lost, and sheep worried as a result 

of recreational activity. It remains an extremely controversial and confusing 

issue for both landowners and recreationalists.'^
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE OSPREY ON SPEYSH)E

The Nineteenth Century

The most public success stoiy in the history of nature conservation in the

Cairngorms has been the return of the Osprey to breed in Strathspey during the 

1950s, Prior to that decade the last known breeding attempt in Britain had 

occurred at Loch Loyne in 1916/ although the Osprey was a rare breeding bird 

by the last three decades of the nineteenth century. The Osprey stands now as a 

symbol of the benefit o f organised nature conservation (in this instance by the 

RSPB at Loch Garten) and what Jim Crumley has described as the “miracle of 

forgiving ornithological regeneration in the Highlands . . .  an unprecedented 

public relations exercise on behalf o f birds.”  ̂This is an historical story though, 

that can be traced back to the nineteenth century, most probably to the 1870s, 

and represents a notable change in human attitudes to the natural world. Central 

to the development of our admiration for the Osprey was Rothiemurchus Estate 

and the Grants of Rothiemurchus, for it was here at Loch an Bilein castle that 

the first recreational and aesthetic observations of Ospreys were recorded by a 

diverse range of visitors. When the tenor of the nineteenth century was the 

ruthless persecution of birds of prey across Scotland, Rothiemurchus is a rare 

example from that century of the site of a nesting bird of prey being admired 

and preserved, and represents the very beginning of human attempts to 

conserve the Osprey.
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Roy Dennis has traced historical references to the Osprey in Badenoch and

Strathspey back to 1804;^ in her celebrated memoirs, Elizabeth Grant of

Rothiemurchus wrote of the birds’ residency on the estate in 1808 although she

called them ‘eagles’, perhaps as a shortened version of ‘fish eagle’:

“Often the birds rose majestically as we were watching their 
eyrie, and wheeled skimming over the lake in search of food 
required by the young eaglets, who could be seen peeping over 
the pile of sticks that formed their home”/

Unfortunately, Elizabeth had left the estate for India and then married life 

in Ireland, before the decades that saw the most extended persecution of the 

Loch an Eilein Osprey nest (primarily the 1840s and 1850s), for it would have 

been valuable to have had her observations of such pilfering, and the men who 

carried it out. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Victorian tourist 

saw Loch an Eilein as the most attractive and interesting part of 

Rothiemurchus, and this was in part due to the Osprey nest on the ruins of the 

castle in the middle of the loch. The presence of the birds and their fishing 

expeditions in the loch, seemed to add an ornithological charm to the whole 

vista. There was, however, nothing unusual about the castle nest site at Loch an 

Eilein as Ospreys also nested in the nineteenth century on Ardvreck Castle on 

Loch Assynt, at Kilchum Castle on Loch Awe, on a ruined building on an 

island in Loch Lomond and on an old shooting lodge at Loch Morlich.^ What 

was different though in the case o f the Loch an Eilein nest was that it was easily 

observed from the shore of the loch, and it became so well known to visitors
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that its history was compiled by C.G. Cash and later published in popular 

natural history and hill-walking journals with a wide readership/

Around 1880 the laird of Rothiemurchus decreed that visitors were not 

allowed to use a boat on Loch an Eilein in case they forced the Ospreys to 

desert the nest on the castle, but much of the damage done to the species in 

Scotland by egg collectors had been perpetrated in the 1840s and 1850s, by 

visitors to the estate who came under the cover of darkness to raid the nest. The 

concentrated and successful persecution of this individual nest makes for 

sinister reading for late twentieth-centuiy eyes. Sometime before 1843 and his 

departure for southern Africa, Roualeyn Gordon-Cumming robbed the nest. 

Lewis Dunbar visited the estate in 1848 and took three eggs from the nest; in 

1849 he took another three eggs which he sent to Charles St. John in 

Sutherland, and spent some hours skulking around Loch Gamhna looking for 

another nest to rob. Dunbar returned in 1850 to take a further three eggs which 

he sent to John Hancock in Newcastle. In 1851, in a celebrated and often- 

quoted raid, Dunbar walked through the night to Loch an Eilein, and at 3 a.m. 

on the 3̂  ̂o f May, swam across to the castle, stole two eggs, swam back to the 

shore holding an egg in each hand; he blew the eggs in the boat-house and 

washed the insides out with whisky, later sending the eggs to John Wolley for 

his collection. In 1852, he took a further three eggs.^ This annual raiding of the 

nest, often to supply English-based egg collectors who would pay good money 

to obtain the eggs of a scarce breeding bird, would have continued unabated
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had Dunbar not had the good sense to emigrate to Australia in 1853, thus 

allowing the Ospreys a chance to recover at this site.

Undoubtedly, successive lairds of Rothiemurchus did seek various ways to 

protect the Ospreys at Loch an Eilein in the second half o f the nineteenth 

century, a nascent nature conservation practice no doubt stimulated by their 

own emotional attachment to the estate, their ‘beloved duchus’ as Elizabeth 

Grant had called it. In April of 1893, the Zoological Society of London 

awarded silver medals designed by Edwin Landseer, to both Donald Cameron 

of Lochiel and John Peter Grant of Rothiemurchus, “in recognition of the 

efforts made to protect the ospreys in their respective districts”.* Successful 

breeding though was only sporadically achieved. By 1908, the nest on the 

island in Loch Arkaig had police protection and barbed wire defences, and 

stands as a direct forerunner to the heavy security employed by the RSPB at 

Loch Garten from 1959 onwards, in the battle against malicious vandals or egg 

collectors. In a fascinating study of the psychology and ethics of egg collecting, 

the Cheshire ornithologist Thomas Alfred Coward writing in 1926, noted that 

common birds must endure the attentions of the egg collector, although he did 

warn that egg collecting by young boys might seem trivial enough, “but it may 

be the first step towards degradation . . .  a carelessness which may degenerate 

into deliberate, ruthless cruelty.” Much of what Coward was stating had a 

resonance and justification that harks back to the mid-nineteenth century. He 

believed that “sympathetic people” who opposed egg collecting were 

mistakenly acting out of “aesthetic impulses”, and that they should rather be
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fuelled with anger because the oologist, “the miserly accumulator”, was 

robbing Britain of a precious inheritance. It is interesting to note that Coward 

believed that this was a battle that the birds should fight unaided against the egg 

collector, although he did concede that oological science now had enough eggs 

in private and public collections to facilitate continued scientific study. He 

curtly observed that, “the white-tailed eagle and the osprey have given up the 

contest, and gone under.” In the final analysis. Coward believed that to take an 

egg from a bird such as an Osprey or Crossbill was in effect to take a life, 

although in moral terms it could be reasoned that the “pain or disappointment” 

o f the parent birds “lasts for less than an hour”.̂

T.A. Coward later wrote more about the Osprey and its status in Britain; 

“whether it may still be classed as a resident in Britain is an annual question, 

for one after another its historical eyries have been deserted.” Writing this in 

1930, Coward showed considerable pessimism for the return of the Osprey to 

breed in Britain or the projected success of any measures employed to preserve 

the birds. The lessons of history could not be ignored he believed, after all, 

“careful efforts to preserve the few remaining sites in the Scottish Highlands 

have usually ended in failure.” He also sought to identify the most important 

reasons for the Osprey’s extinction as a breeding bird in Britain. He selected 

four reasons in all; blind game-preservation; the greed of collectors; human 

objection to avian rivals on trout and salmon streams; the insane habit of 

shooting any unfamiliar bird. These are reasons which capture not only how 

birds of prey were seen in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century.
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but some of which continue to have a certain topical resonance in the modem 

debate with nature conservationists over the role of birds of prey in the upland 

ecosystem.^®

Written visitor observations of the Loch an Eilein Ospreys became common 

after 1870, and the tone of these notes and letters reflects the rising tide of 

interest within educated society for making careful observations of all facets of 

British flora and fauna. By the 1880s the laird of Rothiemurchus would not 

have been far away from the truth in admitting that his Ospreys added to the 

attractiveness of the vista, which is certainly now the case in Boat of Garten in 

the 1990s. This was surely a unique example of a link between nature 

conservation and recreation that mns across two different centuries, with a gap 

of fifty-five years from 1899 to 1954 when the species was extinct as a breeder 

in Badenoch and Strathspey.

William Jolly (HM Inspector of Schools) visited Loch an Eilein in 1879

and 1880 and was much taken with Rothiemurchus Estate and the Ospreys:

“And it certainly was a romantic and impressive scene not easily 
forgotten, to be seated there by the shores of one of the most 
alpine and solitary of lakes, amidst the venerable remains of the 
Caledonian forest of yore . . .  Go to Rothiemurchus if you want to 
feel the dignity and power of what vegetable life may become, 
even under our northern skies.”"

Jolly had hoped to be fortunate enough to see the Osprey “stoop to catch a 

fish”, but missed out on this aspect of Osprey behaviour, and so turned his pen 

to lambasting those who would shoot such birds or steal the eggs for a 

collection:
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“Nothing too severe can be said in reprobation of such wanton 
slaughter o f the wilder inhabitants of our hills and moors, and 
especially o f the insensate and heartless destruction of our rarer 
animals . . .  the arm o f the law should be invoked to declare it 
criminal so to indulge their savage propensities in thoughtless itch 
for notoriety, or for the possession of a rarity."5512

William Jolly had a great deal to say about the state of the trees in the 

surrounding woods, but sought also to identify irresponsible sporting visitors to 

the estate (in this case Lord Stamford who mistakenly shot at and killed an 

Osprey at Loch an Eilein in 1872) and egg collectors who continually put the 

future of the nest in jeopardy. Lord Stamford was consumed with guilt, but was 

haunted by his foolhardy actions for many years to come. He was criticised 

thus: “when a noble Lord, it seems, inspired by the noble British tendency ‘to 

kill something’, amidst even the grandest scenes of nature, shot one of the 

birds”."

Although Jolly’s 1879 article is in praise of the Osprey, a week after its

publication in The Scotsman, an irate letter from an early nature conservationist

living in Edinburgh, drew attention to Jolly’s own foolhardiness in broadcasting

his observations and ornithological memories in the national press.

“Sir . . .  I write to remonstrate with the author of the 
communication for giving the name of the locality of the 
breeding-place of any rare bird. The writer seems interested in the 
preservation of the osprey, a bird equally innocent and interesting, 
yet he has taken the surest means for its destruction by publishing 
to the world the definite information he has given.” '̂*

The anonymous correspondent, signing only an ‘S’, felt that the protection 

of these birds should be the responsibility of the estate owners, a commitment



115

which rang true with the Grants of Rothiemurchus, if no other landowners in 

Scotland.

“The eyrie of an eagle or an osprey should now be regarded by 
the owners of estates as one of the heirlooms they have to be 
proud of.”*̂

C.G. Cash was another visitor who remained suspicious o f the hunting,

shooting and fishing fraternity, and being “a man of wide good-will” and yet

“of a few close intimacies . . .  at his best on the heather or the ptarmigan ground

above it,”^̂ found in the Ospreys at Loch an Eilein a sense of the spirit and

serenity o f the natural world in the face of such human indifference to the

suffering of wild creatures. He was aware too of why the Ospreys were so

popular with visitors, and these words penned in 1903 still have some relevance

to the holidaymaker who joins the thousands of visitors who flock to the Loch

Garten Osprey Centre every summer.

“There is, perhaps, no other of our . . . raptores at once so 
interesting and so easy to observe. The dark, stem golden eagle 
will not brook observation, but sails off indignant on majestic 
wing; the smaller falcons and hawks dart in arrowy flight from 
the presence of man. But the Osprey allows of moderately near 
approach, and permits itself to be inspected as it stands or sits on 
its nest, or as it soars in wide curves above the loch.”**̂

Cash made observations of the Rothiemurchus Ospreys from 1894 to 1903, 

believing that the birds “add such a charm to that most beautifril o f Highland 

beauty-spots. Loch an Eilein.”’® Cash was present at the loch in the summer of 

1895 when O.A.J. Lee took some of the first photographs of Ospreys in Britain 

there. In April 1900 Cash wrote to the laird o f Rothiemurchus from his home in 

Edinburgh, explaining his concern for the safety of an Osprey nest he had
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observed at Loch Gamhna, and urging the laird and his estate staff to keep a

careful watch over the site. The letter is evidence of the pro-active nature

conservation stance taken by the landowner at Rothiemurchus and by visitors to

the estate, as it is also evidence of the perceived threat seen to be posed by egg

collectors at the veiy dawn of the twentieth century. Cash’s concern is clearly

explained to the laird:

“The tree is easily approached, and would be quite easily climbed 
and I think it well to let you know of this, that the birds may be 
protected if possible. I at once went to keeper Cox and told him, 
but I have told no one else at Rothiemurchus following on that 
my own feeling of what was best and Cox’s advice. But I fear the 
new nest is too obvious and too easily accessible to remain 
unmolested.”

The nest at Loch Gamhna was “in a fir tree that overhangs the fence

between the low ground shootings and the ‘forest’ . . . and when I approached,

both birds flew over with loud cries.”*’ Cash though was probably already

aware that the new laird of Rothiemurchus who had taken over the running of

the estate in 1893, and had accepted his late father’s Zoological Society silver

medal and had thus directly inherited the Grant family’s traditional commitment

to protecting these Ospreys, had put in place his own ‘Osprey-watch’ scheme

involving the estate gamekeepers. Throughout the summer of 1898, the keeper

F.R. Cox who resided at the Doune Cottage was in regular correspondence with

his employer on the subject of Ospreys. Cox wrote with bad news in May:

“I am sorry to have to report that on Saturday 7 May a third 
osprey arrived at Lock en Elan and fought near all day . . . two 

KcLMs left and only one remains at present. »>20
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Cox was obviously urged by the laird to continue with his observations of

the Ospreys, and to make an assessment of the damage done to the established

breeding pair by the aggressive behaviour o f the intruding Osprey. In early July,

Cox checked his notes, noting that “Ospreys arrived as usual on 9^ of April. On

7^ May the third one arrived . . . one remained on the 2"  ̂of June — one came

back and as I thought, commenced to rebuild the nest — but he only stayed five

days”. These precisely dated recordings reveal that this was a sincere and

structured attempt by the laird and his staff to make detailed observations of

Osprey behaviour and to preserve the species as a breeding bird at

Rothiemurchus. Later on in the same letter Cox offered a bleak outlook for the

1898 breeding season at the loch:

“Since that there has only been one seen in the neighbourhood 
but, he never stayed on the castle, but in the trees at the back of 
the Lock. It is fully a fortnight now since I have seen him, so I 
fear he must have left altogether.

Some excitement came in the second half of July when Cox was fishing at 

Loch Gamhna and saw two Ospreys “hovering over the lock and about the trees 

for over an hour”. “They seemed to be quite at home, so that I think they must 

be living somewhere near”, he confided to the laird. Word was immediately 

sent over to A. McBain the keeper at South Kinrara to keep a look out for these 

birds,^  ̂should they stray onto neighbouring estates.

It is obvious from letters to the laird of Rothiemurchus in the late 1890s 

that there were some people, both residents of Strathspey and English visitors to 

the estate, who were becoming increasingly concerned over that decade about
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the low numbers of Ospreys that were returning to breed in the region as each

summer went by. A concern developed for the welfare of each individual bird,

and some anti-English sentiment arose over reports that Ospreys were being

shot in English counties on their migration route north to the Cairngorms. The

first hint o f this came in April 1897 when E. Baddeley wrote to the laird of

Rothiemurchus from Higher Broughton in Manchester, concerned that an

Osprey recently shot in Lancashire might have been a Rothiemurchus bird.

Baddeley was “greatly relieved to hear . . . that both the Ospreys have returned

to Rothiemurchus”, and went on to explain that a local Manchester-based

Natural History Society had urged him/her to write “to find out for themselves

that we have not after all murdered one of your ospreys in Lancashire. The bird

killed here may b e . . .  from one of the very few other nests in Scotland”. This

is an important letter because it reflects a growing concern outside of the

Scottish Highlands for the welfare of Ospreys migrating across Britain, and in a

sense is a barometer of a changing public opinion towards the preservation of

birds. It is also ample evidence that tourists and holidaymakers who saw

Ospreys at Rothiemurchus in the 1880s and 1890s carried that memory with

them for many years, and were prepared to condemn those that wished to harm

the birds that had given them so much pleasure. Baddeley continued thus:

“. . . h i s  extremely probable that the young birds killed last year 
in Lincolnshire and Sussex and elsewhere, were from your and
other nests, and would if unmolested, return to breed in Scotland.
Although these matters move very slowly, I have no doubt that we 
shall before long get protection during the whole year for the 
osprey and several other species in Lancashire and other 
counties.”
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Baddeley concluded . . .  “Public opinion is moving in this direction” It would 

be the 1960s before the British public started to obtain real pleasure from 

watching Ospreys.

A letter from July 1898 from W.G. Stewart Menzies at Aikenway,

Craigellachie to the laird of Rothiemurchus similarly exposed the problems

facing migrating Ospreys both in England and Scotland.

“My dear Grant — many thanks for your sad letter about the 
Osprey. There was a hen coming north full o f eggs, but she met a 
brute in Yorkshire who shot her. If  another was shot in Perthshire 
it must be the other hen.”

This particular communiqué then takes an unusual turn as Menzies recounts

how easy it would have been to shoot an Osprey on his land; a statement which

the laird of Rothiemurchus surely would have preferred not to have known.

“I . . . could have shot mine Vi a dozen times but he luckily kept 
on our ground and never went off it, as far as I saw, except when 
he came and departed.”

The letter shows that there was some communication between neighbouring

landowners and sporting tenants over the Osprey issue, and Grant of

Rothiemurchus learnt of the fate of his male bird from Loch an Bilein in this

way. F.R. Cox was also bizarrely blamed for not shooting the rogue Osprey that

disturbed the breeding pair in the summer o f 1898:

“He was here twice and looked ragged and unhappy and I expect 
he was your cock bird right through.

What a pity your keeper didn’t shoot one of the cocks, when they 
were fighting.

I should like to hear anything more about the bird.” “̂
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The 1899 breeding season was partially disrupted by the arrival of a third 

bird at Loch an Eilein, and a forest fire at Rothiemurchus. Ospreys were seen at 

Rothiemurchus in 1902 although no breeding was recorded at the Loch an 

Eilein castle site after 1899. Writing in 1903, C.G, Cash predicted that the 

Osprey would return as a breeding bird to Rothiemurchus and the traditional 

Loch an Eilein nest-site, and that they then should “be protected even more 

carefully than in the past” and “that a systematic record should be kept of such 

points as dates o f arrival, of hatching, and of departure. This could probably be 

done by arrangement between the keeper and the tenant of the Loch Cottage” .̂  ̂

The RSPB at the Loch Garten Osprey Centre, with the help of volunteer staff, 

have been following Cash’s proposed scheme almost exactly.

Re-Colonisation by the Osprey

There were recorded sightings of Ospreys in Badenoch and Strathspey

during the 1930s and 1940s; these observations were becoming more frequent 

in the earliest years of the 1950s, and there was considerable hope amongst the 

region’s naturalists that the Osprey would return to breed. Seton Gordon, 

writing in 1925, notes that gamekeepers and stalkers were also seeing single 

Ospreys migrating through Deeside g l e n s . A  pair of ospreys nested near Loch 

Garten in 1954 and reared two young; the species had returned to breed in the 

Cairngorms. Sporadic nesting attempts were made by a single pair of Ospreys 

from 1955 to 1958, all in the Loch Garten area, although some ‘frustration’ 

eyries were built elsewhere in Rothiemurchus and at Loch Morlich.Those staff 

of the RSPB based in Scotland were now aware that the Osprey was trying to
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re-establish itself on Spey side, and so in the summer of 1958 a team of 

volunteers, members of the society and staff of the Nature Conservancy manned 

an observation post on the southern side of Loch Garten, principally in an effort 

to protect the nest from egg collectors. The nest was robbed in a now famous 

night raid in early June 1958, but the decision by the RSPB to publicise this 

disaster, was to have a dramatic impact on the conservation and viewing of 

Ospreys in Scotland. Under the direction of George Waterston, the RSPB in 

Scotland became determined that the Osprey would not be harried by egg 

collectors in the second half of the twentieth century, as it had been in the 

Victorian era. To this end, the RSPB negotiated with the landowner at Loch 

Garten (the Countess of Seafield) and with her collaboration saw the Secretary 

of State for Scotland make an Order under Section III o f the Protection of Birds 

Act (1954), which declared an area of 667 acres surrounding the eyrie tree a 

statutory bird sanctuary. This order was made in 1959, and made it an offence 

for any person to enter this designated sanctuary between 1 April and 31 July 

each year, without the prior permission of the RSPB staff.^  ̂Only part of what 

we now know as ‘Operation Osprey’ was bom from this collaboration between 

government, a nature conservation charity and a landowner; in 1959, a bold 

decision was taken by George Waterston to allow visitors controlled access to 

the site under the strict guidance of RSPB staff. Roy Dennis has seen this 

particular intervention as “a brave and, in retrospect, very far-sighted decision 

to open the observation post to allow the general public to see the Ospreys and
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their young”.̂ * In the remaining six weeks of the 1959 breeding season around 

14,000 visitors came to Loch Garten to see the Ospreys.

Much of this interest from visitors stems from the popularity and impact of 

radio, as earlier in 1959 Bob Wade of BBC Radio had broadcast sounds of 

Ospreys from the nest to the whole nation. Indeed, the clever use of television 

and radio by the RSPB at Loch Garten to further the cause of nature 

conservation has been one of the most telling historical lessons of ‘Operation 

Osprey % and has been successfully copied in Scotland by the Scottish Wildlife 

Trust (SWT) at the Osprey breeding site in Perthshire at the Loch of Lowes. 

The vision that George Waterston had was to blend successful nature 

conservation practice, with visitor management and recreational provision, and 

in the long-run divert the attention of birdwatchers from other nesting pairs of 

Ospreys in Scotland, especially after 1963 when a second pair did breed. The 

annual visitor totals given below are an indication of how well the balancing act 

between nature conservation and recreation, inherent in Waterston’s vision, has 

appealed to the British public:

CHART I (Source: RSPB Archives)
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In the 1960s, George Waterston wrote annual progress reports on the 

successes and failures of ‘Operation Osprey’ at Loch Garten, and these 

appeared in Bird Notes and kept society members and keen ornithologists fully 

informed of events at the single nest/° Increasingly, in the 1970s, television 

took over the role of disseminator of nature conservation news from Speyside, 

and this was no doubt encouraged by the influence of the newsreader Robert 

Dougall under his tenure as President of the RSPB jfrom 1970 to 1975. In his 

autobiography, Dougall records his pleasure at attending an RSPB Council 

‘Grand Tour’ of Scotland in June 1972 that took in a visit to the new reserve at 

Insh Marshes, as well as a visit to Loch Garten to see “the most observed birds 

in history” In a second book in 1978, Dougall explained how his involvement 

with BBC Television News projected the annual story of ‘Operation Osprey’ 

into a regular Nine o’Clock News slot during the summer months, and directly 

brought the cause of nature conservation into living rooms across Britain, no 

doubt encouraging many to visit the site. It was, as Dougall concluded, “one of 

the most uplifting wildlife stories of our generation . . .  a classic case of how 

controlled access can safely be allowed to shy and rare breeding birds”.̂  ̂Yet to 

some naturalists, the invasion of visitors at Loch Garten detracted from the 

necessary solitary experience of watching British wildlife, as Henry Tegner 

observed: “Every year thousands of people in cars, on bicycles, in buses and on 

foot began to arrive at Loch Garten to see the ospreys.” It was little more than 

an “avian exhibition . . .  an annual show” he conceded.”
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The link between RSPB publicity, television and nature conservation can be 

traced back to October 1960 though, when the President of the RSPB, Lord 

Forester presented the Society’s Silver Medal to Desmond Hawkins of the BBC 

Natural History Unit?'^ It had been minuted at an RSPB Education and General 

Purposes Committee meeting on 20 April 1960 that Hawkins had been 

“responsible for putting the RSPB on the television map, dating from the days 

when he was producer of the natural history programme”/^ The Society’s AGM 

in October 1960 in London also saw a commemoration o f the continued 

involvement of one Strathspey landowning family, the Grants of 

Rothiemurchus, in efforts to protect the Osprey in the region. Chairman of the 

RSPB Council, Lord Hurcomb, paid tribute to the “help and co-operation” 

given by Colonel J.P. Grant o f Rothiemurchus (the great-grandson of the 

recipient of the silver medal in 1893), and “without whose commitment the 

operation could hardly have succeeded”. Later that evening. Lord Forester 

presented the RSPB’s Silver Medal to Grant of Rothiemurchus, who throughout 

1959 had assisted the Osprey wardens with night-watches at the Loch Garten 

eyrie, and provided many useful household objects for the nearby warden’s 

camp.̂ ^

In 1975, as a result of the campaign ‘Save a Place for Birds’ launched by 

Lord Home and Robert Dougall, the RSPB was able to buy about 15,000 acres 

of Caledonian Pine Forest around Loch Garten to create a larger nature reserve. 

In 1988, the Abemethy Forest RSPB Reserve was bom out of an appeal to 

RSPB members and the additional provision of NCC funding, to create a
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reserve of about 30,000 acres. In a sense, the financial aid given by the NCC to 

this project in the late 1980s, mirrors the little known manpower aid that the 

NC gave to the RSPB in 1958 towards the wardening of the Osprey eyrie, and 

stands as an example of an historic and symbolic level of co-operation between 

two nature conservation organisations on Speyside. In 1958, despite being 

under considerable financial restraints themselves, the NC in Scotland 

responded to a direct appeal for help from George Waterston, and subsequently 

provided two full-time ‘watchers’ from March until August (bringing in 

E.L. Roberts from Caerlaverock NNR) and urging Archie MacDonald, Warden 

of the Cairngorms NNR, to lend a hand when he could. The NC help was given 

again in 1959, but by 1960 the RSPB were able to man the Osprey-watch centre 

alone.^^ Recently, Philip Brown (who was Secretary of the RSPB from 1952) 

looked back on that decision taken by Waterston to publicise the location of the 

Loch Garten eyrie and open it up to visitors, and admitted that he was “quite 

horrified” by the proposals and “advised against such a course” at the time; now 

he believes that “it was a decision which has been fully justified by the 

results”.̂®

In the public debate in the 1980s over the competing demands of nature 

conservation and development, it was commonly argued that nature 

conservation was of little direct economic benefit to local communities, even 

that nature conservation had cost jobs. In 1988, the RSPB began a research 

programme to investigate the economic benefits of nature conservation, and in 

conjunction with the University of Stirling, focused on Loch Garten as an ideal
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nature reserve in which to conduct a pilot study. The survey work and sampling 

took place from July to August in 1988 (peak visitor period at Loch Garten) and 

the conclusion of the team was that (for 1988) the existence of the Osprey 

Centre at Loch Garten generated accommodation spending of £280,000 in the 

local districts of Badenoch and Strathspey, plus an additional attributable 

spending figure of £322,000 on other items such as food, petrol and gifts. The 

survey also found that the overwhelming majority of visitors to Loch Garten are 

holidaymakers, not day trippers, and that many were from outside of the 

Highlands and indeed, Scotland. Visitors were also asked about their own 

willingness to pay an entrance fee, should the Loch Garten site be faced with 

economic hardship and possible closure; the resultant aggregate bid to prevent 

closure of this popular reserve was £121,600, compared with £12,600 for the 

island of Handa and £23,700 for Blacktoft Sands in Humberside.^^ These 

conclusions are not surprising. Christopher Smout has shown that although the 

membership of the RSPB rose dramatically after the Second World War, its 

support in Scotland has remained lower than would be expected. In 1987, the 

RSPB had a national membership of 440,000, of whom 24,000 (or 5.4% of the 

total) were Scottish. Many more Scots (160,000 in 1987) preferred to be 

members of the National Trust for Scotland, which was seen to have a more 

distinctive Scottish identity and a broader remit taking in landscape and historic 

building conservation. On that evidence, Scots have historically been slow to 

rally to the single cause of nature conservation.'*'^ However, the majority of 

visitors to Loch Garten are from the financial power-base of the RSPB in
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England, and the site is valued as one of the most accessible, informative and 

popular nature reserves in the UK; ‘AA’ road signs now direct visitors to Loch 

Garten, and Boat of Garten proclaims itself to be the ‘Osprey Village’. Valerie 

Thom was right to call Loch Garten and its Ospreys, “the best-known 

conservation success story in Scotland”

Just as Victorian visitors watched the Osprey fishing in Loch an Eilein at 

Rothiemurchus, so the modem birdwatcher or tourist can again watch these 

birds fishing in that loch, or sit in the specially-built hide at the fish farm at 

Inverdmie where some of the Speyside Osprey population regularly fishes in 

the summer months. Ospreys remain an integral part of the ‘visitor experience’ 

both at Rothiemurchus and in the wider Cairngorms area.

Conclusion

It is important that the Osprey conservation efforts o f the Grants of 

Rothiemurchus in the mid- to late-nineteenth century are placed in context. The 

lairds of Rothiemurchus stand out as pioneers in the field of species 

preservation, particularly when that species was a bird of prey. Garth Christian 

has shown that the persecution of Ospreys in England in the nineteenth century 

was a widespread phenomenon, most often linked to sporting estates: “We are 

shocked at the Tamworth landowner . . . who complained, when a visiting 

osprey appeared in the district, that ‘a gamekeeper who should have known 

better let it go’ What Christian does not cite, though, is the burgeoning bird 

protection movement that began in the late nineteenth century, and that has 

been well documented by John Sheail.



128

Sheail shows that one of the favoured ways of protecting wildlife jfrom 

wanton slaughter and the craze of collecting in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, was to lobby for protective legislation, and to rely on the publicity and 

educational benefits generated from high profile campaigns. From around the 

1860s, probably as a direct result of the earliest campaigning efforts of the 

Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) which had 

been founded in 1824, mounting opposition grew to the cruel and often 

indiscriminate slaughter of wild birds in Britain. Brian Harrison has revealed 

that the thrust of the RSPCA's work in the 1860s and 1870s was in the defence 

of wild birds, which involved in his view, not only defending the rural 

environment against urban desecration, but also “subordinating the 

countryside’s food-getting role to its role as provider of recreation for an 

increasingly urban population”. Amateur naturalists and the British Association 

contributed enormously to the fostering of widespread support in relation to 

wild birds’ legislation, although all the organisations involved knew that it 

would prove fatal to run too far ahead of public opinion in this matter.'*^

Most of the early nineteenth century Wildlife Acts related to the 

preservation of game for sporting interests (the Game Act of 1831), the 

combating of poaching, the issue of game licences and the spreading of 

poisoned grain. The first purely ‘preservation’ Act came in 1869 with the Sea 

Birds Preservation Act brought in by pressure groups to prevent the shooting of 

seabirds from battues on Flamborough Head.'*'̂  A rush of Wild Bird Protection 

Acts then came firom 1872 to 1925, with specific Acts targeting fragile endemic
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island subspecies such as the St. Kilda Wren. Birds of prey were absent from 

the majority of these Acts, although certain species of owl were offered 

protection. Indeed, it would not be until the Protection of Birds Act of 1954 

simplified the protection laws pertaining to British birds by repealing all 

previous Acts, that most species were afforded full legislative protection; an 

egg-collecting clause still remained tied to this Act and it was not removed until 

the Protection of Birds Act of 1967."̂  ̂Much of this era of legislation from 1869 

was bom jfrom a little humanitarian sentiment, but principally from the 

perceived economic benefits that each bird species might have to humankind. 

Walter Collinge wrote a great deal about the ‘national importance’ of wild birds 

at the very start of the twentieth century and, indeed, went as far as to propose 

the creation of a Department of Economic Ornithology that could operate from 

within a reorganised Department of Agriculture, and would decide the fate of 

injurious species."̂ ® Most birds of prey (apart from the Kestrel which was seen to 

eat farmyard vermin) received little legislative protection because they were 

seen to compete directly with humans, whether it be for grouse on the grouse 

moor, or for salmon and trout in rivers and lochs. There were, though, notable 

voices in the wilderness, even in Scotland. In 1867, Canon H.B. Tristram spoke 

at the British Association in Dundee of the benefit of birds of prey on Scottish 

uplands in the removal of sick and disabled grouse, thus ensuring healthy stock 

for August shoots. Similarly, Ogilvie Grant addressed the Inverness Scientific 

Society and Field Club in Januaiy 1888 on the subject o f ‘Highland 

Ornithology’, and made an impassioned plea for the study of avian biology in
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Scotland, believing that the “prosperity of the Highlands depends almost

entirely on the welfare of the zoological kingdom.” This sounds like an early

cry for environmental protection and whilst there was an element of

‘conservation’ urged in the polemic, the dominant tone of the lecture was the

economic benefit of nature to mankind; . the rent of grouse moors in

Inverness-shire alone is very many thousands, and even on the mountain top,

where the grouse cannot live, the beautiful ptarmigan is found”.'*’

We know that successive lairds of Rothiemurchus offered protection to the

breeding Ospreys at Loch an Eilein across the nineteenth century, although no

date can be found for the actual start of this practice. In the long run, what

made the various preservation schemes in operation at Rothiemurchus so

unique was the fact that the Ospreys were not seen in an economic

light, but rather were offered protection because of their beauty, their site

faithfulness and the joy that they gave to the lairds and visitors to the estate.

Protection was given because of human sentiment and the intrinsic value of the

birds at Rothiemurchus in, say, the 1870s; Walter Collinge did not come to see

the inherent value of conservation based on these principles until 1921 when he

quoted an anonymous writer, but still also drew attention to the mental and

physical benefits to humankind in the watching of birds:

“The study of the living bird afield is rejuvenating to both mind 
and body. The outdoor use of eye, ear, and limb necessitated by 
field work tends to fit both the body and mind of the student for 
the practical work of life. It brings one into contact with nature — 
out into the sunlight, where balmy airs stir the whispering pines 
or fresh breezes ripple the blue water.”"*®
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In the middle of the nineteenth century the Osprey on Speyside faced two

threats; one was from egg-collecting, the other from indiscriminate shooting by

sportsmen keen to acquire a trophy bird and to demonstrate their shooting

prowess. Apart from the Grants of Rothiemurchus, few in the Scottish

countryside took a stand against this slaughter; when a Society for the

Protection of Birds was formed in 1889 it was an urban-based English

organisation focused on a single issue — the killing of birds for plumes for the

millinery trade. The lot of British birds of prey has not improved greatly over

the last century and a half.'̂  ̂ Even in the 1990s the pilfering of egg-collectors

and mindless vandalism still persecutes Ospreys breeding in Scotland, and such

activities have not declined from a peak in the 1960s and 1970s. In the years

just before the war, Leslie Brown visited the Cairngorms to watch and

photograph raptors and found to his dismay that well-known individuals were

responsible for much of the stealing of birds of prey eggs. He visited an

unnamed glen near Aviemore only to encounter, “the most bitter

disappointment I had had”. He continues:

“The stalker mentioned the name of a wretched man, who he said, 
robbed most o f the Cairngorm eyries yearly; he said he had seen 
the eggs in the nest a day or two before I first found it. Anyway it 
was shameful that they should have been taken at all.”

In his ornithological memoirs in 1947, Brown urged that “enlightened 

landowners” should not continue to turn a blind eye to the ravages of the egg- 

collectors, but conceded that in the case of the Golden Eagle, “most persons 

have no interest in the protection of the eagle, while some, such as proprietors 

of grouse moors, are definitely antagonistic.” ®̂ Brown sadly admitted that there 

were very few such ‘enlightened landowners’ in the Scottish Highlands.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HOTELS, HOTELIERS AND CAIRNGORM TOURISM 1900-1955

Little academic work has been done in Scotland on the history of tourism 

and recreation, and within that field of inquiry, no work has been done on the 

history of individual hotel companies $hat were, after all, one of the most 

visible manifestations of the development of a rising tide of public recreational 

provision across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries/ Aspects o f hotel 

history are presented here for two Speyside hotels, in order to illustrate the 

interface between recreation and economic activity, and to show how recreation 

has created a new industry in the Cairngorms area, and in particular in 

Badenoch and Strathspey. It is the study of recreation as a part of economic 

history, but also shows how hotel companies, hoteliers and later in the chapter, 

developers, have often been at the forefront of the creation of a wide range of 

recreational and leisure activities and facilities in the area, that have sprung 

directly from the successful establishment of a Speyside holiday industry in the 

late nineteenth century, built upon a tradition of visiting the Cairngorms area 

that can be traced back to the 1780s at least [see Chapter One].

The earliest pioneering visitors to Badenoch and Strathspey at the end of 

the eighteenth century, stayed in many of the Highland inns that were 

strategically placed along carriage routes or ancient drove roads; the inn at 

Aviemore, the inn at Raitts and the Pitmain inn, featured prominently in 

journals of these Highland tours. By the second half of the nineteenth centuiy.
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Badenoch and Strathspey began to host a greater number of sporting visitors 

(and their retinues) along with other holidaymakers, some on organised tours, 

some travelling alone. Easier access to the region had been facilitated by 

improvements to the district roads from 1813 to 1820 and the construction of 

the railway line (the ‘Highland Railway’) from Perth to Inverness. As early as 

1845, Joseph Mitchell (Senior Inspector of Roads under the Commissioners) 

proposed an ambitious idea to construct a rail line north from Perth to link up 

with the 1858 ‘Inverness and Aberdeen Junction Railway’. This plan met with 

considerable opposition as Aberdeen was already connected with the south by 

the ‘North of Scotland Railway’, the Directors of which resented any other rail 

development and thus competition in the north. Indeed, it was not until 1861 

that an Act was passed to allow rail construction from Dunkeld north over the 

Drumochter Pass and down the Spey Valley to Forres, which was already an 

existing station on the Aberdeen to Keith railway. In 1863, the ‘Inverness and 

Perth Junction Railway’ opened, but it would be the 1890s before a direct line 

from Aviemore to Inverness was constructed, involving a viaduct over the 

River Fidhom and costly and extensive earthworks at Slochd.^ The ‘Highland 

Railway’ had been founded by local enterprise and lobbying, and was 

fundamental to the creation of a new tourist industry on Speyside. In the 1880s 

and 1890s, railway hotels began to open next to the town stations on the line 

north, showing how the presence o f the rail link acted as a commercial catalyst 

for a burgeoning holiday industry. One such hotel was the Aviemore Station 

Hotel.
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The Aviemore Station Hotel Company

The Aviemore Station Hotel Company was set up as a ‘Company Limited

by Shares’ by a ‘Memorandum of Association’ of August 21* 1899, and an 

examination of this legal and financial document allows a rare glimpse into the 

very earliest decisions taken in the creation of a hotel company. In this instance, 

the starting capital of the Company was £25,000 divided into 500 preference 

shares of £10 each and 2,000 ordinaiy shares of £10 each. Those wishing to 

form a hotel company in Aviemore came from across Scotland and from a 

variety of occupational backgrounds, including the hotel industiy on Deeside; 

they were Donald Grant, a solicitor from Grantown-on-Spey; Livingstone 

Macdonald, the proprietor of the Fife Arms Hotel in Braemar; William Purves, 

a solicitor from Edinburgh; James Bontein of Oban; Robert Macbeth, an 

architect; William Aikman, a manufacturer; Augustus Baillie of Edinburgh. The 

declared aims of the hotel company in 1899, included not only the erection of a 

hotel building, but also “to carry on there the business of hotel-keepers and 

horse-hirers;” to “provide a golf course and recreation ground at or near 

Aviemore . . .” The document drawn up under the direction of the Companies 

Acts 1862-1890 also mentioned, in its wide-ranging objectives, the construction 

at Aviemore of, “a restaurant, cafe, tavern, beer house, refreshment room, 

boarding and lodging-house . . those in the Company could also let furnished 

or unfurnished flats and apartments, and were later described as “caterers for 

public amusements”.̂
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The hotel was opened to paying guests in June 1901, but was not entirely 

out of the tradesman’s hands until August of that year. Initial trade was good, 

and it was anticipated that the first costs of building the hotel, at 

£10,765. 5s. 6d., would be recovered by the issuing of further shares and 

success in the tourist market. By 31 December 1902 the expenditure on the 

hotel buildings, grounds and the golf course totalled £25,993. 17s. lOd., with 

the furnishings costing an additional £9,601.4s. 2d. Profit for 1901 was 

£2,298. 18s. 3d. and for 1902 was £2,675. 2s. 9d.; by 1906, profits had risen to 

£3,814. 8s. 6d. In 1904, the hotel had purchased the tenancy of the farm of 

Aviemore from the Countess of Seafield to expand the property and golf course 

on a nineteen year lease."̂

Both European Wars dealt harsh blows to the holiday industry across the 

UK, and the Aviemore Station Hotel suffered badly. At the Ordinary General 

Meeting of the Company in Edinburgh in March 1915, the Directors reported a 

severe loss of trade due to holiday cancellations and the curtailment of holidays 

in August and September of 1914; this had been especially hard to bear as up to 

31 July, the annual income of the hotel had been in excess of all previous years. 

Solace was sought in the fact that, “no part o f the British Isles is in a safer or 

more attractive situation than is Aviemore”, and that holidaymakers would 

return en masse. The early part of 1914 had seen considerable expenditure in 

the hotel on improved accommodation and additional furniture, in preparation 

for what was widely perceived as a coming summer of a record number of 

tourists.^ In 1926, the Company purchased another hotel which they named the
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Cairngorm Hotel. In July 1937, the Aviemore Station Hotel had 100 rooms and 

charged a weekly tariff in season of £7. 7s. Od., whilst the newer Cairngorm 

Hotel had only 30 rooms.

TABLE 3
The Hotels on Speyside in the 1930s: a Comparison^

Town/Village Hotel Name Number of 
Rooms

Weekly Tariff In 
Season

Kingussie The Star 27 4. 14s. 6d. 
(by 1939)

Kingussie The Duke of Gordon 50
(80 by 1939)

No data available

Aviemore The Cairngorm Hotel 30 £5. 5s. Od.
(but not licensed in 

1937)
Aviemore Aviemore Hotel 100
Newtonmore The Main’s 40 £4. 4s. Od.
Newtonmore The Temperance Hotel 17 £3. 10s. Od.
Newtonmore The Balavil Arms 38 £4. 4s. Od.
Rothiemurchus The Dell of Rothiemurchus 18 from 3 i guineas
Rothiemurchus The Doune of 

Rothiemurchus
23

(approximately)

(Source: SMT Magazines)

The above table shows that even in the 1930s it was considerably more 

expensive to stay in Aviemore, as opposed to a holiday based in one of the other 

towns in the district, which perhaps indicates the development of core and 

periphery tourism areas in the Cairngorms, long before the dramatic tourism 

development boom in Aviemore during the 1960s. The attraction of Aviemore 

in the 1930s is best explained by the size of its hotels and by its close proximity 

to the Cairngorm mountains allowing easier pedestrian access to the straths and 

glens and the high tops.
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The Aviemore Station Hotel was requisitioned on 1 October 1942, after Air 

Ministry officials had measured all rooms at both the Aviemore and Cairngorm 

Hotels in December 1940. The War Department paid an annual rental of £175 

to the Company for some detached buildings which they had requisitioned from 

21 April 1941. A small commercial concession was made by the War 

Department in that they allowed the Hotel Bar to be kept open while the hotel 

was under requisition, and that one room on the ground floor was to be kept 

aside for any chance customers.^ The Hotel Company emerged from the War in 

a difficult position, when de-reqisitioning of the hotel came on 3 March 1945. 

The Directors immediately put in a compensation claim for £2,000 per annum 

to the War Department, to cover the cost of reconditioning the Aviemore 

Station Hotel and to take in the Grid Supply of electricity. The estimated cost of 

the work was £11,477, and the Hotel claimed a wartime loss of 

£12,102. 13s. 3d., and were forced to negotiate an £8,000 overdraft with the 

Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh, as well as applying to the Ministry of Works for 

a building licence to make good the damage caused during “the occupation of 

the hotel . . .  by the War Department”.* The Hotel operators were obviously 

keen to get the venture up and running again, confident that a post-war boom in 

tourism would occur in the Highlands. Indeed, it is noticeable that by 1953, a 

much wider range of local hotel accommodation was available in Speyside, the 

number o f Automobile Association (AA) listed hotels being as follows:

Aviemore 3 Boat of Garten 2 Carrbridge 2 Grantown-on-Spey 6
Kincraig 1 Kingussie 3 Nethybridge 1 Newtonmore 5
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The average weekly tariff in 1953 was in the range of six guineas to twelve 

guineas, with the majority around eight to nine guineas.^ In the 1950s and 1960s 

the Aviemore Station Hotel Company enjoyed considerable financial success 

(although the hotel did suffer catastrophic fire damage in September 1950), as 

Aviemore itself developed into Scotland’s only all year round tourist resort 

catering now for a winter sports industry based on Caim Gorm. The Hotel 

archive runs out in 1968, when the newly opened Aviemore Centre and its 

wide-ranging cheaper tourist facilities, swallowed up some of the local holiday 

traffic, although Aviemore still has a good mix of older hotels and guest houses, 

and new holiday centres.

The Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel

The ancestral home of the Grants of Rothiemurchus, the Doune of

Rothiemurchus, first became a commercial hotel sometime in the 1880s, 

although the evidence for this venture is based on just one letter. When the 

Doune next became a commercial hotel in 1935, it was only able to survive for 

seven years before the holiday trade on which it depended was eradicated by 

the Second World War. It was begun though as a venture with enormous 

potential, in that the Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel was located within an area 

of natural beauty, scenic splendour and history, with an added literary 

association of the estate being Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus, the ‘Highland 

Lady’, whose memoirs had first been published in 1898." It is apparent that a 

lease was negotiated for the use of the property as a hotel, probably directly 

between the major provider of the initial monies for the venture, a John
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Johnson, and the owner, Colonel Grant of Rothiemurchus. Under the terms of 

the lease various adjustments to the trading profit/loss account were permitted, 

and Grant of Rothiemurchus was entitled to 25% of the adjusted profits of the 

enterprise, in addition to the annual rent of £200. A Hotel Manager, 

R.T. Bowyer, was employed from January 1935 at an annual salary of £78 

(£1. 10s. Od. per week) and he put in an initial £22 capital to the venture; over 

the life of the Hotel, Johnson put in a total of £2,400 and had to forego many 

interest payments on that capital.^^

The Hotel opened for business on 15 April 1935, with the first paying 

guests arriving on 19 April by car, as garage space was provided. The last 

guests left in late October, with chance teas still being provided until 

27 October, indicating that the number of visitors who might come in the winter 

months to mountaineer or ski in the Cairngorms, were not seen to be great 

enough to warrant keeping the Hotel open all year. Indeed, this Hotel continued 

to close each year in early October until around 1938 or 1939 when a half

hearted attempt was made to entice winter visitors, which seems to have had no 

visible financial success. Across the late 1930s, this Hotel saw visitor numbers 

at a peak in August each year (notably August 1938), with numbers building up 

noticeably from late May. The Hotel venture seemed to make little profit, and 

barely kept its head above water due to wage payments, advertising costs, the 

annual rent payment and property maintenance costs. In 1936, a profit of £295 

was made; in all other years a loss ranging from £273 to £490 had to be 

endured. Over the first three years of the Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel
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enterprise there must have been general optimism that the venture would be 

successful, although the fact that in 1937 John Johnson declined his interest 

payment for 1936, could be seen as an anticipation of future problems. As a 

European War began to look more imminent, people began to change the way 

in which they took their holidays. One indicator of this can be seen in the fact 

that the number of servants brought to the Hotel diminished greatly from 1937 

to 1938, and was represented by only two individuals in 1939. By 1941, the 

Hotel was essentially running on a care and maintenance basis; release from the 

continued drain on capital came with the auction of the furniture from the Hotel 

in September 1942.*"̂

Outside of the history of the financial health of this commercial hotel, 

additional information more widely relevant to the history of recreation in the 

Cairngorms area can be found in the manner in which the Doune of 

Rothiemurchus advertised itself and sought to entice visitors to stay. The Hotel 

management made use of two distinct advertising strategies.

The first concerned the ancestral link between the Doune and Elizabeth 

Grant of Rothiemurchus, indeed, the tariff brochure itself, contained an 

attractive photograph of the Doune on its front cover, accompanying a direct 

quotation from Memoirs o f  a Highland Lady, which spoke of Elizabeth Grant’s 

visual impressions of her “beloved duchus” in the summer of 1812, as she 

returned there from England. It was as if  the tourist in the 1930s was making 

that journey of 1812 with the authoress.'^
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The second marketing style makes much more of the hotel’s facilities, but 

also plays upon the 1930s fashion for healthy recreation in a scenic area. 

Around this time, many of the Speyside hotels were vying for custom in an 

expanding tourist market and this competition is reflected in the assertions 

made in their respective newspaper adverts. Some of the earliest newspaper 

adverts for the Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel from February 1936, merely 

announce that the Hotel will open at Easter.*  ̂By March 1936, the Cairngorm 

Hotel in Aviemore had inserted a large block of advertisements in The 

Scotsman to make room for its claims to provide, “magnificent scenery and 

health-giving air . . . electric light, central heating and running hot and cold 

water in all bedrooms”.*̂  By April 1936, the Doune’s advert had matured to 

describe the Hotel as, “a Mansion House . . . beautifully situated in 17 acres of 

Parkland on the banks of the River Spey”. Additional attractions were listed as, 

“Home Farm produce, free fishing, near golf course and tennis courts, 

mountaineering”. The car-borne tourist is obviously the target, with the Hotel 

describing itself as an, “excellent centre for motoring”. A s  the summer of 

1936 progressed, the advert changed again, this time to make more o f the 

beauty of the pine forest on the estate at Rothiemurchus. The terms were 

described as “moderate”, with the Hotel “beautifully situated . . . near 

Rothiemurchus forest in the Cairngorms”.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this catalogue of advertisements, is 

the way in which the natural landscape of the Hotel’s surrounds were carefully 

deployed as a lure to bring visitors to the Doune. The Doune of Rothiemurchus



146

Hotel did not have a monopoly on this early form of ‘Eco/Sp6rting-Tourism% 

for the nearby Dell of Rothiemurchus Hotel was advertising itself as equally, 

“beautifully situated in own ground at the edge of the Forest facing Cairngorms 

. . .  own farm and garden produce . . .  Fishing and personal supervision . . .  very 

com fortable"Advertising was obviously a key factor in the success of a hotel 

company in a congested marketplace. The Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel spent 

as little as £29 (1936) or as much as £109 (1938) a year on advertising costs, in 

a variety of sources. Early adverts in April 1935 were placed locally in just the 

Inverness Courier and the Strathspey Herald. In 1936, the Hotel was also 

advertising with painted boards, updated in 1938, at Aviemore Rail Station (six 

months’ rent £1. 11s. 6d.), realising that most of the Cairngorm area’s visitors 

passed through this developing tourist and recreational centre. They also 

advertised as far afield as the Yorkshire Post, the Glasgow Herald and the 

Dundee Courier. In the 1930s, the recreation and tourism industry in Scotland 

was beginning to organise itself better on a countrywide basis in order to offer 

structured holiday and travel advice and facilities, and as a direct result of that, 

the Doune of Rothiemurchus Hotel paid an annual subscription from 1937 to be 

a member of the Scottish Travel Association (STA), and in 1938 gave money to 

publicise Cairngorm holidays at the Empire Exhibition via the STA. The Hotel 

also began to keep the boards up at Aviemore Rail Station on a yearly basis, 

rather than for just the summer months. In 1936, the Hotel management placed 

an advert in the Scottish Ski Club Journal, ostensibly it seems, to attract only 

summer hillwalkers. In 1938, as the volume of traffic grew on Highland roads,
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the Hotel commissioned the painting of a Hotel Road Sign and indicator 

arrows/^ However, perhaps the most damaging blow to the success of the Hotel 

came because of its failure to be listed in the Scottish Motor Traction Co. Ltd. 

Magazine (SMT) ‘Directory of Recommended British Hotels’ which began in 

April 1934. This must surely have been a serious disadvantage, especially in an 

age of holidays by motor car and omnibus, with those hotels on the list seeing a 

rise in the level of passing tourist traffic, in which the Doune was unable to 

participate.

This detailed and localised study of hotels in Aviemore, at Rothiemurchus 

and in other towns, gives a flavour of the importance of factors such as 

geographical location, financial backing, management strategy and the facilities 

on offer, when considering the history of commercial recreation on Speyside. 

The contrast between an hotel at the railhead of Aviemore, or within the pine 

forest of Rothiemurchus, is not just built upon scenic differences, rather it lies 

at the heart of a geographical and economic contrast between core and 

periphery in the provision of tourist facilities, and an overall responsiveness to 

the development and vagaries of a fluctuating tourism industry in the middle of 

the twentieth century.

Of course, hotels were not just places of accommodation, they often played 

out a role as the focus of other recreational activities, and the establishment of a 

large hotel in a Speyside town often directly led to the construction and 

provision of other local recreational facilities. There is ample evidence, that in 

Badenoch and Strathspey, hoteliers were often the driving force behind the
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expansion of the leisure industry. As early as 1890, the Scottish Rights of Way 

Society targeted hotels across Scotland in an attempt to increase their 

membership and gain valuable publicity for their campaigns to prevent the 

closure of rights of way in rural areas by landed interests. The Secretary and 

Acting Treasurer of the Society, E. W. Macpherson, wrote to hotel proprietors in 

August 1890, asking if the hotel management would place leaflets and 

subscription forms in the hotel Smoking and Reading Room to promote, “the 

useful and important public work which the Society endeavours to perform”. 

The Cairngorms area, along with parts of Deeside, Perthshire and the Oban 

district was especially targeted by the Society; in Strathspey, leaflets were sent 

to the Hotel, Boat of Garten; Lynwilg Hotel, Aviemore; the Royal Hotel, 

Grantown>on-Spey.“ The fact that the Cairngorms area was seen to be worthy 

of a concentrated campaign by the Society, reflects not only the continued 

battles held there for access and the freedom to roam, but also indirectly 

presents the district as a very popular area for tourists by 1890.

Kingussie Golf Course opened in 1891 as a direct result of the growth of 

the town as a recreational holiday centre. A new club house was erected in 

1911;^  ̂ a Bowling Club in Kingussie was bom in 1877. Indeed, across the 

Highlands in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, a number of golf 

courses were built to cater for holidaymakers and hotel clients. The Aviemore 

Station Hotel chose to erect a warning notice on its Golf Course in May 1913, 

that the playing of golf was not to be undertaken by any chauffeurs and valets 

and other employees of Hotel visitors, following numerous complaints from the
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paying visitors. '̂* In its promotional brochure from 1935, the Donne of 

Rothiemurchus Hotel stressed its proximity to the beautiful Cairngorm 

mountains and the pine forest of Rothiemurchus, alongside its claims to be 

adjacent to Rothiemurchus Golf Course and Tennis Courts, and to allow 

recreational Boating on Loch-an-Eilein now that Ospreys no longer nested on 

the castle there. Residents of the Hotel also had exclusive fishing rights on a 

stretch of one-and-a-half miles on the banks of the River Spey; additional 

permits could be obtained to fish the Rivers Druie and Bennie, another beat on 

the Spey and Loch Gamhna.^^ Almost twenty years later, Ewan Ormiston started 

pony trekking as a commercial recreational activity available to hotel guests in 

the town of Newtonmore staying at the Balavil Arms Hotel. In conjunction with 

the Scottish Council of Physical Recreation (SCPR), he opened for business in 

1952, having devised this activity as a useful form of employment for hill 

ponies outside of the stalking season. In the late 1940s, it had been Ormiston 

who had encouraged guests at his Newtonmore hotel to enjoy a day’s stalking 

on the hill, allowing visitors to shoot a stag for £10, if Ormiston could sell on 

the venison. By the late 1950s, other hotel owners had followed Ormiston’s 

lead in linking their hotel to a diverse range of recreational activity.

Hoteliers in the Cairngorms area took the lead again in the late 1940s by 

providing skiing holidays, and in 1948 a ski school was started by Bill Bracken 

on the Drumochter hills.H ow ever, the fate of the sport in the Cairngorms was 

decided by an Austrian, Karl Fuchs, who established the Austrian Ski School in 

Carrbridge in 1954/55, and linked it to the hotel and leisure industry, in
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particular the Struan House Hotel. Other hotels in the area were quick to offer 

cheap skiing holidays with instruction.^’

It is apparent that the laird of Rothiemurchus was first asked to let the 

Doune of Rothiemurchus to a skiing party during the winter of 1931/32. He 

refused, not yet convinced that the Cairngorm area offered “any decent skiing” 

save for a few isolated days, and aware that the Aviemore Hotel had agreed to 

open for that winter season on the condition they could attract 100 guests, 

which was proving difficult. There was a concern that commercial skiing would 

“disturb the ground” especially on Braeriach and at Inshriach. Mrs. Grainger 

Stewart wrote to the laird from London expressing her wony over a proposed 

Scottish Travel Association skiing permit scheme for the area which she hoped 

Grant would oppose for, “they will press for permits for mountaineering, and 

certainly Hotel Proprietors and others are all out to exploit that part of the 

country for their own ends”. Those first groups of skiers in the early 1930s 

sought solitude and low-key development for their sport in the area.’® By 1935, 

the Scottish Ski Club membership in Glasgow wanted their club to negotiate 

special vehicular access for them up the Glen Einich road to the lower bothy on 

Rothiemurchus. W.R. Higginbotham, Honorary Secretary of the Club 

volunteered that members would pay a reasonable charge to the laird for this 

privilege (as was done on the Glen Derry Lodge road) for “it is a pretty 

strenuous undertaking to carry one’s skis five miles before one even starts to 

climb”. At this time. Cairn Gorm was not recognised as the best run for skiers 

in the district; Higginbotham voted “the best slope . . .  the finest ski-ing run in
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Scotland” to be from the western top of Braeriach down the north-west gully to 

the lower bothy.^  ̂ Grant of Rothiemurchus gave his permission for vehicular 

access during the 1936/7 winter season or if the Club held any meets in 

Aviemore, although the laird was angered by damage done to the estate 

property by skiers in the Spring of 1936. The SSC were put on p robation ,as 

was the SYHA after some of its members camped rough and lit fires up Glen 

Einich in the summer of 1934.^' Although skiers had been visiting the north- 

facing corries on Cairn Gorm since the early 1930s (and in some cases before 

that, with the founding of a Scottish Ski Club in 1907), it was not until the last 

years of the 1940s that numbers were felt to be sufficient to contemplate a 

permanent ski development on the mountain. The idea lay dormant, until a 

group of local hoteliers once again seized the initiative, and linking up with ski 

clubs and recreational organisations founded the Cairngorm Winter Sports 

Development Association (CWSDA) at Nethybridge in March 1956. The sole 

concern of this new organisation was to build a road from Glenmore to the ski 

grounds in Coire Cas, as Bob Clyde, the Clydeside engineer who has built and 

managed the ski facilities on Cairn Gorm since 1961, has explained.^^

Other lypes of Accommodation

In the summer of 1861, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert passed through

Kingussie from Glen Feshie, at a time when the majority o f the tourists in the 

district would have been sporting visitors. As early as 1784, Colonel Thomas 

Thornton visited the Cairngorms area and rented the house of Raitts from 

Mrs. Mackintosh of Borlum, three miles to the north of Kingussie, and as
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J.A. MacDonald explained, “the gallant Colonel may be regarded a forerunner

of the shooting parties that arrived by special train at Kingussie prior to 1914”.̂ ^

Although hotels were built in the town in the second half of the nineteenth

centuiy, Kingussie became more famous for its villa accommodation; from

1880 to 1900, over £200,000 of private capital was spent on summer villas in

Kingussie, and owners often constructed a wooden summer house nearby,

which they retired to when the house was let to sporting visitors or the tourist.

In 1882, Robert Louis Stevenson and the academic Sidney Colvin stayed in the

Royal Hotel in Kingussie, later renting out a cottage in Spey Street. The author

enjoyed sailing paper boats down the Gynack bum during that summer, and

walking in the district. Visiting in 1916, the American author Clayton

Hamilton, recorded his displeasure at how Kingussie had changed since

Stevenson’s visit:

“Kingussie is now overgrown with many monstrous villas of 
recent erection, and Sir Sidney Colvin has assured me that the 
place has been spoiled since that summer of 1882, but the pilgrim 
who will wander . . . may still catch some echo of that far-off 
music that made melody in the ear of RLS when he lolled and 
dreamed by Speyside over thirty years ago”.̂ '̂

From 1903, the local Kingussie newspaper began to print summer and 

autumn visitor lists, as the town population was seen to double in the months of 

July and August from 1909 to 1914. A common holiday lease for a house in the 

town was a month, sometimes two months. Such summer letting in Kingussie 

continued until the outbreak of the Second World War, although the flood level 

of sporting visitors came from 1880 to 1914: “add to this the continual
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movement o f such shooting parties as made Kingussie their postal and 

shopping centre and their railhead”.

From the mid-193 Os onwards, Kingussie came to rely on the transient 

voyager, coming from bus parties, caravanners, campers, cyclists and walkers 

and this trend continued after the war; only from the early 1950s, did visitors 

and tourists come to the town in significant numbers during the winter and early 

spring. Indeed, writing in 1966, J.A. MacDonald expressed the early concern of 

burgh officials that the town was on the fringe of the winter sports development 

area, and would thus receive only fringe economic benefits derived from 

passing tourist traffic. There was, he said, “a hint of desperation” in the town 

that, “Aviemore is a hive of activity engaged in the provision of the extra 

accommodation and all other facilities expected by the skier and the 

mountaineer”.̂  ̂O f course, not all the mountaineers sought to sleep every night 

in the comfort of an Aviemore hotel; many generations of hill walkers and 

climbers going back to the second half of the nineteenth century had slept at the 

Shelter Stone at Loch Avon in the heart of the Cairngorms. In August 1924, 

members of the Cairngorm Club, finally placed a Visitors’ Book there, “to 

furnish a record of those who visit that rather outlandish region”.̂  ̂ The book 

recorded that from August 1924 to August 1925, there had been over 150 

visitors including two dogs. The majority of the visitors were from 

NE Scotland, and students of Scottish universities were well represented. An 

American visitor was noted. As is also reflected in the available hotel records, 

the bulk of the visitors to the Shelter Stone in the late 1920s came in June, July
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or August, to enjoy, “the sweetness of the mountain air"/^ The former and

future Prime Minister, J. Ramsay Mac^^onald slept two nights there with a party

from Lossiemouth in August 1926. As the early volumes of this Visitors’ Book

were consigned to the Cairngorm Club Library in Aberdeen, James Duncan

mused on the value of recording visitors’ observations in such a fashion:

“The Visitors’ Book has, I think, served its purpose well. It has 
shown the lovers of these mountains to be by no means a small 
band. Adventuring in the Cairngorms is the pleasantest escape 
imaginable from a world of streets and houses, and, for those 
whose blood demands such an escape, may the Shelter Stone long 
have an open door!”^̂

After the birth o f the Scottish Youth Hostels Association (SYHA) in 1931, 

as a distinct entity separate from an English association founded in 1930, 

alternative accommodation became available in the Cairngorms area for those 

visitors who did not wish to pay hotel prices. By 1933, the SYHA had four 

hostels on the northern and eastern fringes of the Cairngorm mountains, at 

Aviemore, Tomintoul, Invereman and Ballater, and with a total of 124 beds 

available for a shilling per night. The hostels at Ballater (48 beds) and at 

Aviemore (32 beds) were the largest, in what was advertised as the ‘Cairngorm 

Chain’ of hostels, which “does give the walker a chance of seeing some of the 

finest scenery”. The Aviemore hostel was the first wooden hostel built by the 

Aberdeen Committee of the SYHA, who had initially struggled to find suitable 

buildings near to the Cairngorms in 1933. The hostel in Aviemore was 

described as being, “magnificently situated beside the main road and opposite 

the Spey bridge, a gap in the trees allowing a grand view of the Lairig Ghru
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from the hostel doorstep”. Already in 1933, the SYHA had plans to expand the

‘Cairngorm Chain’ of hostels, showing that they were very aware of the

popularity of the area with walkers, and thus the potential membership

subscriptions they could generate from having hostels near to the district.^^

Alastair Borthwick, writing at the end of the 1930s, already saw the enormous

potential of youth hostelling in Scotland:

“I cannot rid myself of the conviction that the youth hostel 
movement is one of the more important social innovations of this 
century. It has opened up thousands of Scotland’s deserted square 
miles . . .  the Association numbers its members by the tens of 
thousands. What was once not even within reach of a summer 
holiday has become a week-end playground.”'’®

Youth hostelling had an immediate appeal in Scotland to the young, the 

unemployed and the adventurous. In 1931, the SYHA had only nine hostels and 

saw only 3,120 bed-nights in its properties; in 1932, nineteen hostels existed 

which had seen 22,366 bed-nights; in 1933, there were 33 hostels built with a 

further two pending. This was a dramatic surge in popularity, as much a product 

of home-grown enthusiasm, as it was from the international nature of 

hostelling. By 1991/92 the SYHA had 86 hostels and catered for 633,817 

bed-nights, which represented a “substantial contribution to the Scottish tourist 

economy”.'"

Motorised Transport and Recreation 1920-1950

“Here I did not stay long. Aviemore is merely a one-horse hamlet 
where motorists pull up to fill up, and is noted chiefly, if  it is 
noted at all, for the number and excellence of its . . . chocolate 
machines.”
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Matt Marshall's views of Aviemore in the early 1930s is hot too far from 

that held by visitors in the 1980s and 1990s/^ He was not alone in his scathing 

views of a town that even then, seemed only to cater for the car tourist. Charles 

Plumb, writing in 1935, found Aviemore to be, “a wretched place . . .  a mere 

line of petrol-pumps and tin shops planted at the side of the Great North Road”. 

Plumb urged the outdoor enthusiast to seek spiritual refreshment by staying 

overnight at Coylumbridge, a “pretty village . . .  air rich with the pines”, as 

close as one could to Rothiemurchus; a stay in Aviemore, he felt, drained the 

“self-sufficiency of health and strength which comes of having given yourself 

to the wilds and allowed yourself to forget the dismalities o f organised 

society”.'*̂ The world of the Speyside holiday was changing in the 1920s and 

1930s, and romantics like Marshall and Plumb found themselves ill at ease with 

the new era of popular Highland tourism, fuelled by better roads, improved rail 

access and services, and increased leisure time. Visitors had come to the area by 

rail during the second half of the nineteenth century, and the scenic view from 

Aviemore station gained much fame with holidaymakers, although that 

transport innovation met with some adverse comment, even in the ISôOs."  ̂

However, the car, the motor coach and the omnibus offered a different prospect.

Motoring enthusiasts subscribed to the SMT Magazine, which offered both 

advice on car purchase and gave numerous suggestions for motoring holidays in 

Scotland. The summer of 1934 saw unprecedented numbers of holidaymakers 

using Scotland’s roads, and they were celebrated as “very ordinary folk”, 

reclaiming their right to look at Scotland’s landscape heritage; “the liberation of
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the weekend crowd has come to stay”, wrote Moray Maclaren that year/^ Some 

of the most popular articles in the SMT Magazine were those that detailed 

accessible and beautiful drives in the Highlands, and there were no doubt many 

Speyside holidays planned from the comfort of armchairs. May Lawrence and 

her family recorded how they had come north from London in 1935, “to breathe 

the air among these wonderful old Scots pines . . .  of Rothiemurchus and 

Glenmore”.'̂® Articles that fondly recalled a visit to Rothiemurchus, especially 

Loch an Eilein, were commonplace, and it made no difference to the 

enthusiasm of the prose if the writer had journeyed by car or motor coach."̂  ̂

There was undoubtedly a keen sense in the motoring literature of the early 

1930s that the volume of traffic using Scottish roads was destined to increase 

greatly year by year, and enthusiasts felt that they were in at the start of a 

motoring revolution; after all “Scotland is the natural motoring paradise of 

Great Britain, alike in respect of scenic grandeur, sporting roads for the driver, 

and freedom for picnic meals”, wrote the editors of the Glasgow Herald in their 

1935 Motoring in Scotland — a Touring Guide, as they praised the visionary 

modernisation of the main north road to Inverness, via Pitlochry and 

Aviemore.'*® It was this rapid increase in tourist motor traffic that led to the 

improvements in the road north in the late 1920s, as part of the comprehensive 

scheme for Highland roads proposed by Inverness County Council. The north 

road was widened and resurfaced, an awkward bend on the Slochd was rectified 

and some blind comers were removed.'^^
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In 1949, Alexander’s Bus Services were advertising a service from

Glasgow to Aviemore that took 6% hours and cost 14/3d. (single) and 26/-

(retum). The service also ran from Stirling and took 5 hours 33 minutes. The

buses also stopped at Newtonmore and Kingussie on the way north. This was

only a seasonal service in the late 1940s, with one service per day. °̂

Matt Marshall found this transport revolution a curse, for as cars fell in price

and became more widely available:

“These motorists are rapidly making the roads impossible for 
trampers. One can’t walk a hundred yards but a motor pulls up, a 
head sticks out, and a voice says ‘Jump in’.”^̂

Contemporary observations of hotel life are rare, although some travel 

writers in the 1930s did record their observations of some Speyside hotels. In 

the summer of 1934, Edwin Muir found a Kingussie hotel to be full of middle- 

aged ladies from Glasgow taking afternoon tea, “who sailed into the room like 

miniature battleships and bore down on their chosen tables as if  they were 

enemies to be ruthlessly breached”. At the close of this wonderful piece of 

descriptive writing, Muir returned to his 1921 Standard car feeling that he “had 

seen a representative example of Scottish hotel life . . Hugh Quigley in his 

1936 collection of travel suggestions The Highlands o f  Scotland, openly 

admitted that the book contained, “fireside adventures, armchair expeditions 

with the hint o f vast spaces and infinite stretches of colour-filled air”, but his 

readers were told that if they ventured anywhere, it should be to the 

Cairngorms, and to a certain unnamed hotel in Aviemore, from the terrace of 

which . . . “one can watch sunsets so tumultuous and so extravagant in colour
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that no painter could reproduce them without being accused of crudeness or 

sensationalism”.̂ ^

In 1937, the author Neil Gunn penned a stinging attack on those who felt 

that tourism (and its accompanying financial rewards and development 

potential) was the sole solution to the economic ills of the Scottish Highlands, 

individuals he called “half-sycophant depending on the whims of a passing 

tourist”. This was part of a wider debate in the late 1930s about the somewhat 

inappropriate nature of earning a living through tourism in the remoter rural 

areas, which continues to the present day. It is interesting that Gunn singles out 

Badenoch, as a district where tourist money in the late 1930s did find its way 

into the pockets of the local communities, citing the “regular house-letting 

business, run for the most part by women who otherwise have only slender 

means of support”. Gunn did have a frightening vision; of “a complete and 

swarming tourism” in the Scottish Highlands, and of the landscape turned into a 

lu n g ’, “so that folk from south of the Highland line could clamber into its 

emptiness to breathe”.̂ '* Much of that vision seems to have become fact, fifty 

years or so later, in a region such as the Cairngorms.

This chapter has shown that there has been a long tradition of coming to the 

Cairngorms to enjoy recreational activity and holidays, and that this tradition of 

visiting runs back to the last decades of the eighteenth century. In the twentieth 

century, the motor car, improved access and the hotel industry have been central 

to the development of recreation and tourism in the district. Local hoteliers and 

businesses have taken the lead in promoting new and varied forms of
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commercial recreational activity in the first half of the twentieth century, 

leading to a wider development remit since the establishment of the Highlands 

and Islands Development Board (HIDE) in 1965. It is of note, that Donald Getz 

identified many of these factors listed above in his own statistical study of 

tourism in Badenoch and Strathspey, first published in 1986. He concludes; 

“There appears to be great resiliency in tourism as an economic mainstay for 

Badenoch and Strathspey. Part of this resiliency . . .  is tourism’s propensity for 

encouraging individual entrepreneurship. There are many owners, and many 

small businesses, in addition to the few large operations’’.̂ ^

The years of the Second World War and the decade after 1945 saw little 

recreational or tourism development occur in the Cairngorms, principally due to 

the privations of the war years and the era of food rationing (in the basic 

necessities) and the petrol rationing that followed. Much needed road 

improvements had been made in the inter-war years and the Spey Valley had 

come to be seen as an important and popular holiday centre on the main 

Highland tourist route north. The autobiography of Lord Rowallan presents 

military training in the Cairngorms during the war years as a contributory factor 

towards the development of outdoor sports in the Cairngorm range, as the 

presence of troops in the glens demonstrated the potential o f the area for both 

mountaineering and skiing and stimulated thought on future recreational 

development initiatives. From May 1943 to November 1944, the Highland 

Fieldcraft Training Centre (HFTC) was based in Glen Feshie, as a direct 

replacement of the Mountain and Snow Warfare School which had previously
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peppered this glen with Nissen huts. A strong legacy of this military presence in

the Cairngorms was the blending of a fervent social mission preaching health

and fitness with an almost evangelical (and yet military) doctrine of disciplined

recreation in an unspoilt wilderness area close to one’s God, suggesting an early

progenitor of the modem Outward Bound schools. Witness Lord Rowallan’s

first views of the glen in late April 1943:

“Here was ample silence in which the human spirit could expand 
and develop, where the sense of awareness could become keen 
and subtle. I followed the winding river, a natural obstacle in this 
varied assault-course. I halted at Glenfeshie Lodge, which would 
be the officer’s quarters.” ®̂

Certainly much of the remit of the HFTC, including woodcraft, rock 

climbing, skiing, map reading and compass work, astronomy, observation 

training, survival courses and basic natural history lessons, seems to have 

become an integral part of the social mission and recreational creed preached at 

Glenmore Lodge which officially opened in September 1948. Initially, during 

the Easter holidays of 1947 and 1948, the Central Council of Physical 

Recreation (CCPR) and the Scottish Tourist Board (STB) had successfiilly 

liaised with Hugh Ross, the Manager of the Aviemore Hotel, for Outdoor 

Holiday Training Courses to be based at the hotel. The Glenmore Lodge project 

in 1948 was a direct descendant of pilot ventures mn by David Douglas- 

Hamilton in 1938/39 at Guisachan in Glen Affric, and at Gordon Castle in 

Morayshire. The Glenmore scheme grew alongside the similar Outward Bound 

Sea School at Aberdyfi in mid-Wales.
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The war seemed a long way away, when RAF wireless mechanic and 

Devon-born ornithologist E.H. Ware visited the Cairngorms in June 1942, 

although he did encounter squads of soldiers training along the narrow paths of 

Rothiemurchus on the route to the Lairig Ghru. This was a trip of a lifetime for 

this southern English birdwatcher, and his recollections o f the parlous state of 

the road that ran from Coylumbridge towards Glenmore for cyclists, offers an 

insight into how little tourist infrastructure had been put in place in some 

localities. Making use of cheap RAF service rail travel from Braintree to 

Aviemore, via Glasgow, E.H. Ware saw almost all o f the Speyside bird 

‘specialities’ that he longed to add to his list, but failed to see a Capercaillie in 

his week-long holiday,” a failure that many visiting birdwatchers in the 1990s 

have similarly to endure.

The popular appeal of walking, climbing and rambling in the Cairngorms 

over the 1910s, 1920s, 1930s and on into the 1950s, is apparent from even the 

most cursory glance at past editions of climbing club journals, where personal 

recollections of days out on the hills are reproduced for public consumption; 

this is especially true for the Scottish Mountaineering Club JournaU^ Of 

course, not all came to the Spey Valley willing to be uncritical and simply 

admire and enjoy the scenery. Wilfred Taylor found that the Cairngorms did not 

please the aesthete in him: the hills held “big, lumpish, clumsy summits”, and 

he agreed with Lord Gough that the Lairig Ghru was little more than “the Wee 

Nick”. Witness his most scathing comments:
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. . as it happens I am not an impassioned lover of the upper 
Spey Valley. Much though I like the secret little lochans tucked 
away in the forest, I find the atmosphere peculiarly neutral and at 
times gloomy and oppressive. The Monadh Ruadh [the 
Cairngorms] are not very theatrical mountains and they are too far
from the sea
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CHAPTER SIX

RECREATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
CAIRNGORM TOURISM 1955-1980

The twenty years from 1955, saw a dramatic boom in recreational provision 

and tourist accommodation and facilities in the Cairngorms area. The town of 

Aviemore was irrevocably altered, and the central corridor from Aviemore to 

Glenmore and up onto Cairn Gorm itself, became dominant in terms of 

economic, commercial and recreational activity. As Donald Getz explained, 

“the centralisation of growth at Aviemore will remain the dominant feature of 

tourism in the area”.’ These unprecedented changes were principally brought 

about by two factors; the winter sports developments on Cairn Gorm, and the 

construction of large multi-purpose Holiday Centres to cater for mass popular 

tourism in the 1960s. The 1960s and 1970s saw the birth of what Ernest Cross 

had discerningly described as, “the fleshpots of Aviemore”.’’

Skiing and the Cairngorms

Skiing in Scotland was not bom in the mid-1950s; rather, it can trace its

recreational pedigree back to November 1907, and the foundation of the 

Scottish Ski Club (SSC). The club lay dormant from 1914 to 1929, when it was 

revived and under energetic leadership its membership began to rise. In 1932, 

the SSC built a mountain hut on Ben Lawers in the Alpine fashion, and in 1936, 

C.N. Fraser reported that it was possible to encounter fifty or sixty skiers in the 

vicinity of this hut. Unfortunately, the misguided optimism of the winter of
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1931/32, when hundreds of people travelled north to Braemar and Ben Nevis to 

ski, did much damage to the prospects of the sport in Scotland; “skiable snow is 

never absolutely certain in Scotland”;̂  that winter was one of the mildest on 

record. Writing in the The Scots Magazine in February 1937, Fraser made a 

concerted effort to keep the sport alive, citing the Cairngorms area as providing, 

“the finest and most certain skiing in Scotland”. There were some 

disadvantages which he identified, primarily that access to the high tops was 

long and arduous and the weather unpredictable. He also noted that the hills 

were becoming known as a late spring skiing area (May), but at the worst, “one 

has had a lot of healthy exercise, and a long day in the open air and magnificent 

scenery”. Dalwhinnie was also proposed as a possible alternative ski 

development area, in this article o f 1937.̂ * Fraser would not have recognised 

Cairn Gorm just thirty years later.

After the Second World War, the growth of leisure time, and increasing 

affluence and mobility, laid the foundations for the recreational utilisation and 

exploitation of the natural resources of snow and scenery in the Cairngorms. 

With the impetus of Karl Fuchs’ Austrian Ski School in Carrbridge, and the 

formation of the Cairngorm Winter Sports Development Association (CWSDA) 

in 1956, informal plans to develop the recreational potential of the mountains 

were made more focused and structured. Thus in April 1957 the CWSDA, was 

formed into the Cairngorm Winter Sports Development Board (CWSDB), 

which was registered under the Companies Act as a charity. It must be 

remembered though, that this and all subsequent developments on Cairn Gorm,
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took place within what the geographer Allen Perry has described as, “the 

context of generally lower winter temperatures and later springs than were 

experienced in the earlier part of the century”. Climatic influences had an 

important role to play in the development of the Scottish skiing industry at this 

time,^ It is also noteworthy, that much of the early skiing in the Cairngorms in 

the first half of the twentieth century was ski-touring {langlauf) and cross

country skiing; the SCC organised their first slalom race in 1934 on Beinn 

Ghlas above Loch Tay, and by 1953 there were rope-tows running at this site 

and at Caimwell. Commercial downhill skiing would be developed elsewhere 

though.® There appears to have been some fear in the mountaineering and 

hill-walking fraternity that the development of Scotland’s hills for skiing could 

lead to a clash of interests, “and may provoke wrathful comment on all plank- 

straddlers from members-who-do-aot-ski”. Writing as early as May 1957, the 

mountaineer Geoffrey J.F. Dutton urged members of the Scottish 

Mountaineering Club (SMC) to seek a compromise with the growing band of 

skiers in an area such as the Cairngorms, and take up what he called “ski- 

mountaineering”. There was a hint o f club snobbery here, for the thrust of 

Dutton’s plea was that skiers, whose pursuit he labelled as “pointless and 

frustrating”, would clutter the most scenically majestic mountain areas of 

Scotland with “a successful ski lift . . . its attendant flags, loudspeakers, 

race-cards and sleigh bells”.’ His article contains elements of a 1990s 

environmental and recreational impact survey. In 1984, Raymond Simpson was
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similarly confrontational, attacking “climbers who showed a healthy disdain for 

stray skiers”.®

The CWSDA had been the driving force behind the campaign to construct a 

surfaced road from Glenmore to the ski grounds at Coire Cas after 1956; 

however, with the creation of the CWSDB in 1957 (whose sole purpose was to 

provide uplift and other appropriate facilities for skiers) the search for funding 

took on a more organised approach. Fund raising by the CWSDB raised a total 

of £14,000 for this venture, but in the late 1950s, Inverness County Council 

decided to build the road themselves, interested in the tangible returns to be 

gained from the development of skiing infrastructure on Cairn Gorm. This road 

was built in 1960. At this stage the CWSDB had declared their three objectives 

to be:

1. To establish and develop as a National Winter Sports Area the 
Cairngorms and adjoining districts of Strathspey and Badenoch.

2. To provide, maintain and develop in the area particularly on the north 
side of the Cairngorms, Winter Sports facilities of all kinds including 
roads and means of access to the location of such facilities.

3. To foster and encourage in Great Britain and in particular in the youth 
of the nation an active interest in winter sports.^

These are quite wide-ranging objectives taking in development and 

education, and the promotion of the sport of skiing in the district. They also 

reveal how strong the organisation’s desire was to develop the winter sports 

recreational potential of just the Cairngorms range. The £14,000 saved because 

of the intervention of Inverness County Council, was pooled together with an 

anonymous donation of £20,000 (perhaps from George Boyd Anderson?), to
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construct a first chairlift on Cairn Gorm, which opened on 29 December 1961 

as the White Lady Chair l i f t .The uplift facilities on the mountain were an 

immediate success, and over the winter seasons of 1962/63 to 1964/65 there 

was a tenfold increase in the number of skiers on Cairn Gorm." By 1966, the 

CWSDB had broadened their objectives to cover all types of recreation on the 

high tops, in this clause:

A. To provide, maintain and develop sports facilities of all kinds, including 
roads and means of access to the location of such facilities.*^

This had been done to bring the CWSDB into the framework for the wider 

recreational and tourist developments proposed for Aviemore, that reached a 

high point in the middle years of the 1960s. To reflect these wider objectives, 

the CWSDB saw another name change around 1966, becoming the Cairngorm 

Recreation Trust Limited (CRTL), and at the same time the building and 

operational activities o f the CWSDB were transferred to a subsidiary company, 

the Cairngorm Sports Development Limited (CSDL), who principally held a 

developmental remit which would start to bring them into direct conflict with 

nature conservation interests in the late 1970s as environmental awareness led 

to vocal public outcry about the despoilation of the Cairngorm range. A further 

name change came in 1978, when the CSDL became the Cairngorm Chairlift 

Company Limited (CCCL) with directors being drawn from the old board. *̂ 

Throughout the 1960s the private sector led the way in the development of 

downhill skiing facilities on Cairn Gorm, and although the local authorities 

played an important supporting role their approach can best be described as
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“reactive and promotional”. Inverness County Council did provide the

necessary infrastructure support in the construction of roads and services

crucial to the success o f a private sector ski facility, and sought to include

recreational development programmes at Aviemore in the 1960s within their

own statutory development plans for the region. This was done though,

principally because the growth of Aviemore as a winter tourist resort would see

the extension of the Strathspey tourist season and considerable financial

returns. As R.G. Elliott, M.G. Lloyd and J. Rowan-Robinson, have concluded,

it is apparent that Inverness County Council were confident that their own

guardianship of the Cairngorm range was adequate and would best serve the

interests of the local people, in a decade that saw developmental benefits

triumph over fledgling environmental and nature conservation concerns. '̂*

In the first months of 1963 it became obvious to the CWSDB that demand

was exceeding supply at the Cairn Gorm chairlift, due not only to the exciting

recreational possibilities offered there, but also to outside publicity. On

14 March 1963, The Scotsman displayed a large photograph of skiers on

Cairngorm on page 1, under a banner caption entitled:

“Youth — High in the heart of the Cairngorms skiers head 
towards the skilift through deep snow. This has been a boom year 
for Speyside, and the Cairngorms are now recognised as the 
winter playground of Britain”.

An Early Development Plan 1963

An important document held in the archives of the National Trust for

Scotland, carefully lays out some of the earliest development aims of the
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CWSDB on Cairn Germ and gives a flavour of their financial health. Drafted in 

January 1963, it is an application to the Board of Trade for loan facilities to 

further development in the Cairngorms area, and shows how popular the ski 

facility on Cairn Gorm had become since the opening of the first chairlift just 

14 months ago. The document proved fruitless as the loan was refused in March 

1963, but it offers a valuable insight into the mindset of the CWSDB. From 

December 1961 to 24 August 1962, the chairlift made £10,928 from paying 

customers, which the CWSDB stressed was an indication of how valuable their 

role was on the mountain, “and the great benefit the Board’s activities have 

conferred on the Youth of Scotland and on the tourist industry in the area, 

which now has a Winter Sports Season in addition to a Summer Holiday 

Season”. Later the CWSDB named hotels that could now stay open all year 

round since the chairlift opened, and cited which hotels had built 

accommodation extensions to cater for the influx of visiting skiers; they 

predicted that upwards of 100 local hotel jobs were created during the winter 

season and that over 200 jobs could be generated by the successful installation 

of proposed development initiatives. Other tangible benefits listed by the 

CWSDB in their loan application were to the construction industry in the 

modernisation of hotels, to thirty ski instructors who work in the district, to two 

sports shops in Aviemore, to a local bus operator who runs eight buses a day to 

transport skiers up onto the skiing grounds, to petrol filling stations in the area 

and at towns on the road north, and to the passenger traffic at local railway
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stations which may have helped to prevent station closures in coming 

government cutbacks in rail services.

Some mention was also made of the financial structure of the CWSDB, as 

the geographical site for the chairlift was in Glenmore National Forest Park, 

and the FC had refused to allow any overtly commercial development there. A 

public appeal for funds had thus been made and a Cairngorm Trust was formed 

to provide shelter for skiers on the mountain [see Chapter Eight]. The land on 

which the chairlift was built was held on a 99-year lease from the FC. The loan 

application was made to the Board of Trade in 1963 because the directors of the 

CWSDB felt that no further public appeal for money could legitimately be 

made; a proposed development plan with finances was submitted and totalled 

£142,000, with the work envisaged being completed over the coming four 

years.*® It was broken down as follows:

A. Primary Requirements:

£

T-Bar Tow in Corrie Cas 10,000
Extension of present chairlift from Shieling down to Car Park 30,000
Shelter at Top Station with Toilets and Coffee Bar 10,000
Small T-Bar Tow on White Lady 5,000
Large T-Bar Tow on Corrie Na Ciste 15,000
Small T-Bar Tow on Corrie Cas 5,000
Toilets at Car Park with Small Kiosk 5,000
Essential Equipment 14,700
Working Capital 2.300

Total 97.000

(Source: NTS Archives)
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B. Secondary Requirements:

£

Chairlift at Corrie Na Ciste 30,000
Housing for Staff 9,000
Snow Making Machine 5,000
Plastic Mats 1.000

Total 45,000

(Source; NTS Archives)

In a concluding section of the original loan application, the CWSDB asked 

that they be judged not just on their own viable business enterprise, but also on 

the enormous contribution they felt that they made to the Speyside economy: 

“as a service to the community and as the Board hopes, a pilot scheme to be 

adopted for other areas in the Highlands”.̂® Although the loan application was 

refused and the CWSDB had its earliest development plans thwarted, there is 

much in this document that shows the CWSDB to be keenly aware that the 

widest possible development remit (that is the Cairngorm area, and not just 

Cairn Gorm itself), could prove the most attractive proposal for donors or 

lenders. Although much of the document stresses the need for ski infrastructure 

improvements on the mountain, there are enough paragraphs that cover tourism 

and recreation in the district to show that the scheme was regional and not 

localised in its scope.

Indeed, this issue which first surfaced in 1963, would predominate in the 

mid-1960s. The NTS, who owned the White Lady Shieling on Cairn Gorm 

from 1964 to 1967 were similarly seeking a structured development plan for 

recreational facilities in the area, under the guidance of one individual or
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leading organisation. J.C. Stormonth Darling, Secretary of thé NTS wrote to

George Boyd Anderson of the Cairngorm Trust in July 1963, about his

uneasiness about the White Lady Shieling’s position on the ground and in the

eyes of the CWSDB. He then vocalised his concerns about the wider picture:

‘Tt is so clear to me that this whole enterprise from the road and 
railway station at Aviemore right to the top of Cairngorm requires 
a ‘managing director’ who could enthuse everyone, mould the 
various interests and co-ordinate into one big endeavour. I feel the 
present lack of co-ordination and confidence and what appears to 
be the absence of development plans and improvements for this 
winter can be disastrous. The excellent name won for Cairngorm 
can so easily be lost by the reputation that things were 
disorganised, that the road once again failed, and that there was 
not sufficient diversification for ‘uplift’ on Cairngorm.”*̂

This letter would suggest that the NTS did not then know about the 

proposed development plans submitted by the CWSDB earlier in the year, but 

this is not surprising as poor relations existed between the NTS, the Cairngorm 

Trust and the CWSDB in the mid-1960s. These internal disputes were not made 

public until the late 1960s, and in the years prior to that the outsiders’ view of 

developments on Caim Gorm was of numerous organisations working together, 

not of too many cooks spoiling the broth (which was closer to reality). In a NTS 

press release of April 1964 the White Lady Shieling and Caim Gorm was to be 

developed by joint consultation between the NTS, the CWSDB, the NC, the 

Scottish Council of Physical Recreation (SCPR), the PC, the mountaineering 

clubs and other ‘open air’ societies, although the NTS did claim that only they 

had the experience and knowledge to run such a venture because of their 

“numerous experiments in multiple use of mountainous properties” at Goatfell
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on Arran, Ben Lawers in Perthshire, Glencoe and Kintail in Wester Ross. It is 

noteworthy that the local authorities were excluded from this list, for what the 

NTS was now calling “the Cairngorm enterprise’V° showing how a mountain 

range was now clearly being seen as a commodity, as well as a recreational 

obstacle course. A year later in April 1965, an internal NTS document sought to 

clarify the nature of their own ownership of the White Lady Shieling and the 

relationship between the FC and the CWSDB on Cairn Gorm. Confusion still 

reigned, although some flavour of the original agreement is given; the CWSDB 

were granted exclusive rights to carry out the development of “winter sports 

amenities” by the FC, in an area which lay within the Glenmore National Forest 

Park and which included the White Lady Corrie, Coire Cas and Coire na Ciste. 

However, the FC remained as landlords, and as such had already refused 

approaches from the Scottish Ski Club and the Highland Ski Club to erect club 

huts on the mountain, urging that the NTS cater for these demands by extending 

the White Lady Shieling. The NTS announced that such an extension, including 

club quarters, an information centre and additional shelter would cost £23,000 

in April 1965 and that they had already spent £10,000 on improvements since 

taking over the property in May 1964. More importantly, the Treasurer of the 

NTS, A.C. Laing, was aware that this proposed development and extension of 

the White Lady Shieling came at a time when major capital investment was 

being made in hotels, motels and ancillary facilities in Aviemore, and that this 

expansion in the tourism and recreation markets should be rigorously 

co-ordinated to offer the gieatest mutual benefit to all involved. By the middle
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of 1965 there was a wait-and-see approach in evidence on Cairn Gorm, as the

CWSDB and the NTS looked down into the Spey Valley to see how

developments there might pan out, as Laing conceded:

“At this stage it is difficult to judge what may be the future 
pressures on the use of the Shieling. There has been much 
discussion about the opening up of further ski slopes and new 
access routes to the mountains. Whatever new developments may 
come —  as they must come —  it is not difficult to envisage a 
situation where the White Lady Shieling would not remain as a 
base point on a primary and popular route.”^̂

Little forward progress had been made by June 1966.^^

Further ski developments on Cairn Gorm were given a kickstart in 1967 with 

the publication of the Scottish Development Department’s Cairngorm Area 

report which almost went as far as to state that new ski development on the 

mountain would be serving the national interest, both in terms of tourism, 

recreation and local economies. The report urged the development of Coire na 

Ciste, Lurcher’s Gully, Corrie an t-Sneachda and Corrie an Lochain, with the 

building of a new ski road (envisaged as costing £55,000) and new car parks, 

chairlifts and ski tows. The report was the work of local authority planning 

officers, under the chairmanship of F.J. Evans, Regional Planning Officer o f the 

SDD, and as such anticipated a huge increase in the popularity o f skiing in 

Scotland and set out to devise a planned response and development framework 

to accommodate that coming demand. Road construction was central to the 

structure of the report with the primary consideration being a road through Glen 

Feshie to connect Braemar with Kingussie (at £2m), a road link to Beinn a’ 

Bhuird, and a road through the Pass of Ryvoan linking Nethybridge to
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Glenmore. The report failed to offer policies and counter measures to stem any 

identifiable environmental damage being done on the Cairn Gorm ski grounds, 

nor did it ever approach offering a strategic policy framework for the regulation 

and management of proposed ski developments.^^ National planning guidelines 

for ski developments in Scotland were not produced until February 1984 by the 

SDD in response to the Lurcher’s Gully Public Inquiry in 1981/2. As Elliott, 

Lloyd and Rowan-Robinson concluded, the Evans Report, “effectively 

legitimized the continuing development of the Caimgorms”.̂ '̂  Evans and his 

fellow planners also sought agreement with the Scottish Branch of the National 

Playing Fields Association, and urged an immediate increase in the provision of 

football pitches, tennis courts, bowling greens and playgrounds in the Aviemore 

area.

However, the SDD report o f 1967 did at least end the post-war unplanned, 

ad hoc development of skiing in the Cairngorms, and offer some sense of 

planning direction and guidelines. Development o f Cairn Gorm continued 

apace. In 1968 a new road was built up into Coire na Ciste, and in that same 

year the Ptarmigan Restaurant was built just beneath the summit of the 

mountain, which Allan Campbell McLean labelled that “impertinent pimple on 

the majestic brow of Caimgorm”.̂  ̂ It was not until 1979, that the definitive 

report on landscape appraisal and building in the countryside was produced for 

the Highland Regional Council (HRC) by Betty L.C. Moira, and this particular 

restaurant was shown to offer different visual impressions across the seasons:



184

“It should be remembered that recreational buildings at ski slopes 
bave a different appearance in winter when they are partially 
snow-covered and rounded, whereas in summer they are 
completely revealed, with any paths or eroded areas around 
them.”

In a series of line drawings of the restaurant, Moira conceded that at least 

skyline siting of the building had been avoided.^®

Throughout the early 1970s there was continual ski development on Cairn 

Gorm, with an almost annual provision of new ski tows; the peak in visiting 

skiers came in the winter of 1973/4. Previously, during 1973, Coire na Ciste 

had been developed with the construction of a new car park and chairlifts, from 

funding sought in 1970 from the HIDB. This was the second major expansion 

of the available skiing area, into a corrie that had long been recognised as 

suitable for ski development. It was in 1971 that the HIDB took on a leading 

role in recreational provision in the Cairngorms, by securing an area of around 

6,000 acres on Cairn Gorm from the FC, including all the present and potential 

ski development areas, and then leasing 1,600 acres of it to the Cairngorm 

Sports Development Ltd. (which they now in fact jointly owned along with the 

Cairngorm Recreation Trust). HIDB renamed this land as the Cairngorm Estate. 

Despite the immense popularity of the ski slopes on Cairn Gorm in the first 

years of the 1960s, it was not until 1968 that formal recognition of this came 

from within the sport, when the National Ski Federation of Great Britain held 

the British Alpine Ski Championships on Cairn Gorm for the first time.
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The Aviemore Centre and Coylumbridge Hotel

The first public announcement that the village of Coylumbridge had been

targeted by a group of wealthy businessmen as the ideal place to construct a 

new type of holiday and leisure park, came as early as April 1963, when the 

Chairman of Scottish and Newcastle Breweries Ltd. reported on his company’s 

“participation in the proposed Holiday Centre at Coylumbridge, Inverness- 

shire”,̂ ’ although it must be assumed that private negotiations between the 

interested parties had been ongoing for some months prior to this public 

disclosure of a radical tourism development plan for the Cairngorms. The 

original idea was that the Aviemore area in the 1960s could have room for one 

good quality hotel complex, and Coylumbridge was always the first choice by 

businessmen and industrialists keen to invest in the new leisure industry boom, 

but also motivated by mild philanthropic ideals to help the economy of the 

remoter Highlands of Scotland: tourism seemed to fit the bill well. The story of 

how two separate holiday centres were built, at Coylumbridge and Aviemore is 

an interesting and politically-charged reflection on how seductive the 

development craze in the tourism industry became in the Highlands in the 

mid-1960s, and sits well alongside parallel developments that were occurring 

on Caim Gorm at the same time. It is noteworthy that these big tourist 

developments in the Cairngorms came just before the inception of the Scottish 

Tourist Board as a statutory body in 1969 when a more structured 

organisational promotion of tourism facilities in the Highlands became the 

norm.
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It is apparent that even a key player in the area, such as the NTS, was 

caught off-guard by the announcement of April 1963. In August 1963, 

I.e . Stormonth Darling wrote to W. McEwan Younger in Edinburgh urging 

restraint and a greater consideration of the wider recreational picture:

. . but I do honestly think that the proposed holiday centre at 
Coylumbridge needs a good deal more thought. There seems to 
have been a conspiracy of silence about all this, and your 
statement at your AGM is the first time this proposition seems to 
have surfaced publicly . . .  I sincerely hope that large sums (some 
say f% /lm) will not be injected into one scheme.”

The tone of the NTS letter is that clarity was needed on what was the

proposed overall plan for the area, and that the full co-operation of the various

landowners was crucial. Above all, the NTS took a stance against greedy

developers too focused on one isolated project. Stormonth Darling continued:

‘T think that private enterprise would develop at Aviemore quite 
rapidly if there was confirmation of the arrangements for the 
chairlift (i.e.) a guaranteed road, giving access to the chairlift, and 
further diversification on Cairngorm for different types o f skiers, 
with the linking up of Deeside, thus opening the door to trekking 
over the plateau, stopping overnight and coming back again.”

Certainly the NTS were aware of their own role in the Cairngorms, as 

Darling conceded in an addition to the main letter, telling Younger that “the 

Trust is irrevocably bound to the tourist industry”, and sought “better facilities 

by everyone along the road . . . they must all be organised at the highest 

standards”.̂® Sadly, such high standards did not prevail in the subsequent 

completion of architectural designs, negotiations over planning permission, the 

world of business etiquette or the financial dealings between the interested 

parties. The NTS, who by late 1963 were seemingly destined to take over the
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running of the White Lady Shieling on Cairn Gorm, were a little detached from

these negotiations on the valley floor below, but did maintain a healthy interest

in the coming shenanigans. As with all controversial financial and

developmental projects, hearsay played a key role, as Stormonth Darling

reported to J.F.A. Gibson, Vice-President of the NTS, in August 1963:

“The controversy contra Coylumbridge is now getting hot. Alice 
Maconochie, staying with the Youngers, reports that she retired to 
bed at 1 a.m. this morning having failed to convince Bill that his 
ideas of a millions of pounds development of six hotels at 
Coylumbridge is wrong. He is inferring that everyone is behind it 
— Government, petrol companies, Fraser and the lot —  and that, 
therefore, it is almost a fait accompli. I think it will receive the 
most almighty smack both in the national press and locally. . . ’” 29

This is a key letter, for much of what Gibson predicted in late August 1963, 

did in fact come true. By September 1963, the Scottish Office had put their full 

weight behind the scheme and W.G. Pottinger had been given the task of taking 

the Coylumbridge development to its fruition; Douglas Cochrane of the 

Cairngorm Trust continued to put pressure on the NTS to take over the White 

Lady Shieling on Cairn Gorm warning that, “due to a little madness over 

development in Rothiemurchus, on the part of St. Andrews House aided and 

abetted by Hugh Fraser, I think it important that items like the Shieling are in 

safe hands, and I rather like the look of yours”.̂ '’ It was in the autumn of 1963 

that matters came to a head, when Pottinger brought in the architect 

J.G.L. Poulson and also linked up with Hugh Fraser and other businessmen to 

form a consortium whose aim it was to create a self-contained holiday village. 

It was the most ambitious tourism and recreational project o f its kind
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undertaken in the UK in the 1960s, and was cited by those involved as a 

massive investment in the leisure industry. The success of the Coylumbridge 

venture depended upon a foundation of goodwill being generated with the 

landowner. Colonel Grant o f Rothiemurchus, and his acceptance of the Poulson 

architectural plan for the site. A letter from Stormonth Darling of the NTS to 

W.G. Pottinger in St. Andrews House gives a flavour of that original Poulson 

document. Stormonth Darling protests that a complex with 1,750 beds “seems 

to be a disproportionate increase until the slopes on Cairngorm are able to 

absorb so many”. He also pointed out that the road up the mountain was “still 

vulnerable”, that summer facilities on Speyside “could not measure up to such 

an influx”, and in addition, “it is not clear how the landowners in the area are 

prepared to open up their land for walking, pony trekking, motoring, bird 

watching etc.”. From this letter it is possible to deduce that Poulson’s plan was 

to cut down many old trees to clear a site for the hotel, and then plant some 

small spruce trees. The development area totalled 60 acres, and included a 

“skyscraper hotel” which the NTS felt “might well appear very offensive”. The 

NTS letter sent to Pottinger and Sheldrake in the Scottish Development 

Department is full o f healthy criticism, and a warning that the Scottish Office 

had not fully thought the proposal out; they were rushing ahead with the 

scheme, caught up in the rush of a development craze. For instance Stormonth 

Darling asked if Pottinger had yet canvassed the opinion of the NC on the 

project, for “without advice as to where visitors should go there might well be 

chaos and certainly friction, and, of course, we have to bear in mind that so
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much of the area is close to the Nature Reserve, to which access should 

presumably be guided and attracted along certain paths”.

The point was also again made that such a proposed development should 

take place closer to Aviemore, “since this seemed the only hope of putting fresh 

life into the village with a move towards some degree of co-ordination of a 

community which has developed in a very haphazard way”. The financial 

implications of the project also provoked comment, in that the proposed cost 

(now £ 1.25m) was too much to be spent on just one scheme; “Tourist money 

needs spreading round the country and Speyside is already doing pretty well”, 

argued Stormonth Darling. More importantly, the NTS drew Pottinger’s 

attention to the role of Grant of Rothiemurchus as the landowner at 

Coylumbridge. Were Pottinger and Poulson confident that the laird of 

Rothiemurchus would accept the consortium’s plan for the area; did they have 

his full co-operation in this exercise? As Stormonth Darling concluded; “in 

other words the co-operation of neighbouring landowners seems to be essential 

as part of an overall tourist development plan in order to absorb this large 

invasion concentrated at Coylumbridge, where more will be accommodated 

than in the whole of Speyside on present figures”.̂ ’ There was much for 

Pottinger and Poulson to think about in this letter.

Much then hinged on the response of Colonel Grant of Rothiemurchus. It is 

believed that the laird was initially impressed with W.G. Pottinger, and had long 

held the view that some recreational development at a site such as 

Coylumbridge on the Rothiemurchus Estate, would be of benefit to visitors who
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wished to stay closer to the Caledonian Pine Forest and soak up its atmosphere

and antiquity/^ Before going on to reject the Pottinger-Poulson plan for

Coylumbridge and asking them to redraw it, the laird of Rothiemurchus first

communicated his thoughts on the plan to J.C. Stormonth Darling in early

October 1963, probably because he already knew that the NTS considered the

plan to be ill-conceived. Indeed, Rothiemurchus Estate Office gained strength

from acting in unison against the plan with the NTS, in the face of concerted

pressure for them to support Pottinger’s scheme from government sources.

Grant of Rothiemurchus was angry that Pottinger had been making incorrect

claims of support for the plan in political circles: “he has no justification for

claiming, as indeed he did, that the National Trust was wholly supporting the

Fraser Development Plan for Coylum Bridge”, wrote the laird. Grant called the

architectural plan that he had been given by Poulson, “a monstrosity of a

scheme . . .  which is obviously far too large to be absorbed within this area”. It

is equally interesting that despite being on the same side in this argument. Grant

of Rothiemurchus disagreed with the line that the NTS had adopted in wanting

to concentrate all new tourist development at Aviemore. He told Stormonth

Darling that Aviemore was not a popular holiday centre and spoke as if  the

town now lay beyond the salvation offered by a new leisure industry.

“A great many people do not relish staying in Aviemore, chiefly 
because of the noise of the diesel trains (much louder than the old 
steam engines) and partly the traffic on the Great North Road. I 
do not consider it at all reasonable to suggest that these people 
should not be catered for in a quieter and more peacefiil area in 
Rothiemurchus, which would be the choice of very many visitors
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of all types. I have always thought this could be done by judicious 
use of the Coylum Bridge site . .

In Grant of Rothiemurchus’ eyes the Pottinger-Poulson-Fraser plan 

submitted for Coylumbridge in the last months of 1963 was not a judicious use 

of the land, but in opposing it the laird brought himself into direct conflict with 

the development consortium. Pottinger had assured the architect J.G.L. Poulson 

that his plan would not meet with any local opposition or planning difficulties, 

and when Grant refused to countenance such a proposed development on his 

land, Poulson refused to redraw the plans to the laird’s liking. Grant of 

Rothiemurchus then chose to ditch the consortium and open up the 

Coylumbridge site to an architectural competition in 1964 to find another 

architect and design. The Rank Organisation plan was accepted by the laird and 

in November 1965 the Coylumbridge Hotel was opened.

In a scandalous misuse of political power W.G. Pottinger telephoned Grant 

of Rothiemurchus in early 1964 and threatened the laird, saying that if  he did 

not go ahead with the original Poulson design, then Pottinger would use his 

considerable influence in the SDD and the Scottish Office to see that no 

planning permission would ever be given for another hotel on the 

Coylumbridge site.^  ̂ Colonel Grant complained bitterly to the Scottish Office 

about W.G. Pottinger’s behaviour. In the face of a developing political scandal 

and local opposition to the Coylumbridge plan, the consortium turned its 

attention towards a development in Aviemore itself, and in 1964 Hugh Fraser 

founded the Highland Tourist (Cairngorm Development) Limited, and
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appointed Capt. John G. Wells as General Manager. The Coylumbridge Hotel 

proved to be a success and brought even greater numbers of visitors into the 

heart of Rothiemurchus; as did the free publicity that The Scotsman gave the 

estate in October 1965, by running a series of photographs by R.W Munro from 

the newly opened Loch an Eilein Nature Trail, for which the laird expressed his 

thanks to Alastair Dunnett, Editor of The Scotsman, for showing “this small 

example of the active co-operation of private landownership with the Nature 

Conservancy”.̂  ̂ It was in 1965, that proposals were first made for the 

upgrading of the Coylumbridge to Glenmore road, for which the laird of 

Rothiemurchus had campaigned.

The Aviemore Centre is Built

In 1964, the Board of Directors of the Highland Tourist (Cairngorm 

Development) Limited under the Chairmanship of Lord Fraser of Allander, 

comprised a strong contingent o f magnates from the Scottish brewing industry, 

such as Sir William McEwan Younger (Chairman of Scottish and Newcastle 

Breweries) and W.R.C. Elliott (Managing Director of Tennent Caledonian 

Breweries), sitting alongside A.W. Hardie (Managing Director of Shell and BP 

Scotland). As this industrial and entrepreneurial might pushed for the 

rejuvenation of the Highland economy through tourism, the architect 

J.G.L. Poulson worked on a new holiday centre development for Aviemore, 

which he submitted in April 1964. This original plan is held in a public archive 

and offers an insight into the enormous scale of the proposed construction. The 

Aviemore Centre was to have a Hostel Complex (with 250 beds), a Scottish
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Breweries Ltd. Hotel (with 100 beds), a British Railways Hotel (with 90 beds), 

plus eight more smaller hotels sleeping from 50 to 75 visitors. A total of five 

large car parks were included on the plan, with one huge General Car Park in 

the centre, other recreational facilities outlined on the draft plan were a Cinema 

(to seat 700), a Swimming Pool and changing area, shops, a Conference and 

Exhibition Hall, a seven lane international size curling and skating rink, a 

plethora of bars, cafes and restaurants and tourist Offices and Kiosks deployed 

around the complex. Poulson also offered a suggested route for a proposed 

by-pass of Aviemore town centre, and his vision held the space for parking over 

1,200 cars.^  ̂ The total project covered about 30 acres and sat beneath the 

Craigellachie National Nature Reserve; it is believed that Poulson based his 

design for the Aviemore Centre on a previously discarded design he had made 

for a holiday centre on a Mediterranean island,^’ evidence perhaps of the rushed 

nature of the architectural job, as the consortium sought to keep their Highland 

Holiday Centre dream alive, in the months after the Coylumbridge development 

setback.

The Aviemore Centre was completed in the autumn of 1966, and was 

officially opened by Lady Fraser of Allander on 14 December 1966. An 

invitation to attend this ceremony was sent to J.C. Stormonth Darling by the 

Directors of Highland Tourist (Cairngorm Development) Ltd., but this was 

curtly refused in late November, perhaps indicating some lingering resentment 

over the Coylumbridge Hotel débâcle?^ In a promotional brochure for the 

summer of 1967, a wide range of sports and holiday activities were on offer for
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the British tourist who could not yet afford to travel to the Mediterranean on the 

cheaper package holidays overseas, that were becoming more available in the 

second half of the 1960s. A six day fishing course was available at the Centre’s 

own Fishing School on Loch Pulladem for £5. 5s. Od.; pony trekking for six 

days would cost a visitor £10. 10s. Od. and holiday package deals were 

available to introduce holidaymakers to canoeing, sailing, skiing and hill 

walking, a five day course costing £6. Os. Od. Accommodation in one of the 

Aviemore Chalets cost £1. Is. Od. per night, with concessions available for 

larger parties and longer stays. The brochure boasted that “Scotland’s newest 

all year round all weather sports centre offers the following facilities for 

individual and family holidays from early May through to October”.̂  ̂Under the 

management of John Wells, a former submarine officer, the holiday centre 

became known locally as ‘HMS Aviemore’.T h e  Aviemore Centre was a bold 

and ambitious project, and its success in the leisure market was immediate 

offering an enormous range of recreational opportunities and providing a 

cheaper base than a conventional hotel, from which to explore the wider 

Cairngorm area. Indeed, hotels based in the more traditional holiday centres on 

Speyside, say Newtonmore or Grantown-on-Spey, have struggled to compete 

with the considerable allure of Aviemore for mass popular Highland tourism 

across the 1970s.

Praised in the brash development era of the 1960s, the siting and design of 

the Aviemore Centre came in for an increasing amount of criticism for its 

impact on the landscape (its visual pollution) from the mid-1970s onwards.
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Writing in 1976, Allan McLean recognised that “the long Valley of the Spey is 

the ideal location for active recreation in surroundings of great natural beauty”, 

but questioned the “mediocrity of the architecture” of the Aviemore Centre, 

sensing that “this assortment of geometric concrete blocks constitutes an 

offence against nature in the shape of the Monadhliath mountains and the 

mighty Cairngorms”. Few now dispute his conclusion of twenty years ago, that 

“the Scandinavian-style Rank complex at Coylumbridge merges much more 

happily with its surroundings”/^

One fascinating link between nature conservation and recreation has 

surfaced from research into the history of the Aviemore Centre. It appears that 

as early as February 1966, Lord Fraser of Allander and the consortium 

expressed a desire to incorporate an educational ‘Highland Wild Life 

Exhibition’ within the grounds of the holiday centre, occupying one third of the 

Exhibition Hall. The consortium had acted in such a fashion, keenly aware of 

the growing popularity of the RSPB Loch Garten Osprey hide, and aware that 

“the opportunity to observe wild life is a feature of the summer hill walking 

expeditions and nature trails” The evidence suggests that in Edinburgh in 

November 1965, George Waterston (of the RSPB in Scotland) convened a 

meeting to discuss the link between tourism, recreation and nature conservation 

on Speyside. It is recorded that no minutes were taken at that meeting, but a 

meeting to be held on 7 June 1966 was seen as a direct successor to that first 

informal gathering. From the agenda for this second meeting, it is apparent that 

John Wells proposed the establishment of a joint wild life information centre on
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Speyside to be run on behalf of the participating organisations, which by 

August 1966 were the RSPB, the Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT), NC and the 

FC. Wells also proposed that display cases should be incorporated into the 

scheme to amply promote the local work of these organisations. Douglas Weir 

and K.M. Wallace (of the NC) urged that the discussion should include reports 

on local conservation work in relation to tourism in the area, stressing a greater 

degree of co-operation and efficiency in the disseminating of a nature 

conservation message on Speyside. John Wells stressed that nature conservation 

was a message that had to be ‘sold’ to the general public arriving en masse in 

Aviemore, and that an area master plan to balance recreation and nature 

conservation had to be the long-term goal of the partnership.'^^ These are all now 

prominent themes in the work of the Cairngorms Partnership (founded in 1994), 

based in Grantown-on-Spey, as they seek to plan for the future of the wider 

Cairngorms area into the twenty-first century.'^ There are no further archival 

records of any later meetings of this early partnership in the late 1960s. 

Sponsorship for the Highland Wild Life Exhibition was obtained from Shell- 

Mex and BP Limited, who held a presence on the Board of Directors of 

Highland Tourist (Cairngorm Development) Ltd. anyway. However, it does 

seem that from the outset of the consortium’s involvement at Aviemore, it was 

a declared policy of the company to inform the public of the wildlife potential 

of the area and “to promote a better understanding of the countryside”. Lord 

Fraser of Allander, in a press release from April 1966, argued that the 

exhibition was “not just another tourist gimmick”, rather it represented his own
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“sincere desire . . . t o  preserve one of the last remaining natural environment 

areas in Britain by offering a focal point of interest allied to a measure of 

control and direction”. Ironic words, when his development consortium had just 

provided the accommodation and recreational facilities to bring visitors to the 

Cairngorms in historically unprecedented numbers. Indeed, Fraser of Allander 

did admit that the Aviemore Centre would bring “thoughtless and ill-informed 

individuals” into the Cairngorms, and that there was local concern that the 

“effect of an influx of tourists on the Cairngorm Nature Reserve” might be 

“unwarranted damage . . .  to its wealth of wild plants and animals”. There was, 

however, a driving campaigning zeal to the fore here, and Lord Fraser was not 

going to let a few worries stifle his vision of tourism as saviour of the Speyside 

economy, with due deference given to existing nature conservation interests. He 

concluded:

“If promoting the desire to retain a priceless national asset also 
brings pleasure to a large number of people then something 
worthwhile will have been achieved.”'*̂

The Wider Recreational Picture and Emerging Environmental Concerns

A leading article from the Glasgow Herald on 25 January 1963, addressed

the issue of new ‘Holiday Towns’ in the Highlands of Scotland. The writer 

drew attention to the visit of Colin Campbell and his colleagues of the 

Sutherland Tourist and Holiday Development Association to Glasgow, to 

promote tourism as a growth point for the Highland economy, and to show how 

the proper organisation of winter sports, and improved access to quality fishing 

could make Sutherland a key player in the Highland leisure industry. Interesting
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parallels were drawn between the Cairngorms and Sutherland, and although in 

early 1963, the massive injection of industrial, commercial and government 

capital was still to come, Lord Fraser had assured the writer that it was just on 

the horizon and that the Highland Tourist Development Company had already 

financed £160,000 worth of work on the extension and improvement o f hotels 

across northern Scotland. The article went on to say that as new factory towns 

were bom in southern Scotland, surely new holiday towns should be created in 

the north, to revive the Highland economy and to provide a playground for 

industrial workers in the Central Belt. Strong criticism was meted out to the 

CWSDB:

“the question must be raised whether a rate-aided, non-profit 
making organisation can give the operating efficiency or all the 
expansion that is now needed. There would at least be a stronger 
incentive to satisfy the customers if the facilities were on a 
commercial basis.”'̂®

George Pottinger wrote from the Scottish Tourist Board (STB) in 

September 1959 to Michael Lorimer, the Secretary of the Scottish Landowners 

Federation (SLF), envisaging the coming years of “expanding tourism in the 

Highlands”, and urging estate owners to sign up for the considerable financial 

benefits to come. Pottinger assured Lorimer that the “unrivalled sporting 

attractions” of the Highlands would not be overshadowed by any grand tourism 

plans or publicity from the STB, and indeed, went on to suggest that the SLF 

became involved in the promotion o f a contest for top sportsmen throughout the 

world, to be held in the Highlands, and to be called the ‘John MacNab trophy’ 

(after the John Buchan novel o f 1925)̂ 7̂ This was an attractive proposition to
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some SLF members, including James Hunter Blair of Maybole who urged (in 

an internal SLF memo) that estate owners should signpost their estates and 

plantations in the Highlands, a scheme which the STB also supported/® It does 

appear that the landowners in the Cairngorms were encouraged to become fully 

involved in the development of tourism plans from the outset, and it is recorded 

that Hugh Fraser sought the counsel of the SLF and the British Field Sports 

Society, as part of his initial review for the expansion of tourism in the 

Highlands. By the mid-1960s it seems that Cairngorm landowners, rather than 

just accepting an advisory role, now took the initiative and formed themselves 

into an SLF sponsored action group that they called the 'Cairngorm Working 

Party’, under the chairmanship of the Earl of Haddo. Incidentally, this evidence 

reveals that Magnus Magnusson’s Cairngorm Working Party of 1991 and 1992 

did not have an original name. Much of the stimulus for the creation of such an 

informal association came from a desire amongst Cairngorm SLF members to 

scrutinise the proposals contained in the Interim Report of the Technical Group 

of the Scottish Development Department, issued for consultation in January 

1964.

The SLF Cairngorm Working Party was formed on 7 August 1964 at an 

Inverness meeting of Cairngorm landowners (that was well attended with 44 

estates represented; Lord MacDonald acted as Chairman) convened to discuss a 

Cairngorm Tourist Development Plan. This Working Party submitted a four 

page report to the SLF on 22 September that year, urging that the Cairngorm 

tourist development area proposed by the government should be governed by a
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Development Commission with statutory powers based in Grantown-on-Spey,

on which all interests should be represented. The Working Party also

recommended the appointment o f local gamekeepers/foresters/shepherds as

Special Constables for the area, and the creation of a Tourist Warden Service.

More picnic places, shelter huts, information lay-bys and caravan sites were

called for. The Commission should receive a 100% government grant they

believed, and it should be given powers to formulate and enforce bye-laws

dealing with the control of public access.'’̂  At the Inverness gathering of

Cairngorm landowners in August 1964, J.P. Grant of Rothiemurchus

encouraged all the estate owners present to inform the SLF just how much

tourist infrastructure they did allow on their land and, “what further facilities

they were prepared to provide, and subject to whatever condition they might

feel was reasonable to accept in return for allowing tourists on their land”. By

far the longest return in this survey (completed on 18 January 1965) was that by

the laird of Rothiemurchus, who certainly seemed to have embraced tourism

warmly, as he explained at Inverness:

“[I] . . . would be prepared to do more provided there was, on a 
quid pro quo basis, a warden service and controlled access. The 
state would be getting a very good bargain if some of the 
landowners were to provide such facilities in return for a measure 
of control.”

There was some humour at the Inverness meeting. Major W.G. Gordon of Lude 

said that he was personally very interested in tourism in the Caribbean as well 

as the Cairngorms, but then went on to state his dislike for the word ‘tourism’ 

which implied that people had to move about all the time. He concluded; “What
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was wanted was for people to come and stay in the area, not to rnove from place 

to place”. He also pushed for the strengthening of the Litter Act and the 

Caravan Act, to curb the behaviour of irresponsible visitors.^” Looking at the 

way in which the Cairngorm landowners came together in 1930 to fight a 

National Park designation for the area, and in this formation of a Cairngorm 

Working Party in 1964 to assess tourism development in the area, not forgetting 

the early formation of a North-East Scotland Land Defence Association in 

1906, there is ample evidence that estate owners in the Cairngorms from the 

start of the twentieth century have proved themselves perfectly willing and able 

to come together and fight their comer. They have shown great determination 

and resiliency in these confrontations with outside interests or government. In 

1964, the Working Party urged the SLF to begin a comprehensive 

landownership survey for just the Cairngorm Area, and the resulting map and 

paperwork (with 70 estates and owners listed) is an overwhelming geographical 

confirmation of how, at times, the landowners have seen themselves as an 

independent single regional unit.^^

Tourism development became a dominant landuse in the Cairngorms during 

the 1960s, and from 1961 to 1981 tourism rapidly became the leading employer 

in Badenoch and Strathspey, to a point now (the 1990s) where the area is 

clearly heavily dependent on tourism as its economic mainstay. Although ski 

developments on Cairn Gorm provided a considerable impetus, the most 

dramatic change came with the completion of the Aviemore Centre in 1966 and 

its subsequent demand for labour. Aviemore, as a Highland town, has been
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profoundly altered since the early 1960s, as Donald Getz has shown: "since 

1961 the Spey Valley has experienced a pronounced process of urbanisation, its 

character changing from that of a rural. Highland community to a population 

much more resembling the British norm”. Factors such as transport, television, 

and increased personal mobility are important to this change, but Aviemore has 

hosted a large-scale in-migration of young, professional and entrepreneurial 

workers who favour tourism as a force for creating employment and making 

money in the area.^  ̂National trends in holiday-making for the 1960s, suggest 

that the inception of Aviemore as the focus for Cairngorm tourism and 

recreation, came at an appropriate time. In 1962, around 60% of the British 

population was taking a holiday, compared with 50% during the period from 

1949 to 1956. In 1962, about 4.5 million people took two or more holidays, and 

in 1960 a social survey estimated that British people made at least 7.5 million 

day trips, “so that secondaiy holidays and day trips now contribute substantially 

to the total volume of holiday movement particularly at weekends and at Bank 

Holidays”. A Speyside and Deeside local accommodation survey took place in 

August 1964 and concluded that there was little slack in Speyside hotel and bed 

and breakfast capacity, whereas on Deeside there were beds available all the 

year round.^  ̂ So tourism and recreational development continued apace in the 

Cairngorms across the 1960s, with accelerated development in the last four 

years of that decade and the first half of the 1970s.

Yet the 1970s were also the decade that saw an emerging environmental 

concern for mountainous areas, in particular, how recreational development was
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running unchecked in fragile mountain ecosystems. Few objections were ever

raised about the initial development of Cairn Gorm in the early 1960s, and the

CWSDB began a reseeding programme on the mountain as early as 1962, but as

an annual build-up of access roads, ski tows and car parks occurred the

situation changed. A number of factors were central in this sea change of public

opinion. First, it was becoming increasingly obvious by 1975 that ski

development could have a harmful effect on the mountain fauna and flora, and

could impinge on other user interests. Secondly, the growth in voluntary

charitable nature conservation bodies and the developing role of the NOG

allowed scientific research to be pursued on this issue, and kept the debate in

the public arena. '̂  ̂As the power of the emerging environmental lobby grew in

the 1970s, so the blind ad hoc recreational developmental era of the1960s came

to a halt, running up first against the Lurcher’s Gully public inquiry of 1981/82,

and later the conflict between developers and nature conservationists in the

Northern Corries in 1989/90. A new ski access road was built in August 1981,^^

and the Cairngorm ski centre continues to bring visitors to the area who see the

mountains as little more than an obstacle course, what Hilary Parke in her

Scottish Skiing Handbook has recently called:

“a truly heady dose of the powerful and totally addictive drug to 
which thousands of us fall prey every year . . .  those few precious 
moments when suddenly, magically, it all comes together and 
your skis do just what you want them to.”^̂
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Equally, other visitors come to admire the aesthetic beauty of the landscape 

often armed with Ernest Cross’s guide to Walks in the Cairngorms or his wide- 

ranging Spey side Holiday Guide.

It is difficult to place the recreational and tourist development of the 

Cairngorms in the 1960s in a wider context, as there is little statistical evidence 

in existence for this decade or indeed, for much of the 1970s. The 

comprehensive Cairngorm visitor survey is a product of the 1980s;^  ̂ only by 

1972 was the Scottish Abstract o f  Statistics providing detailed information on a 

wide range of leisure and recreational activities, although the earlier Digest o f  

Scottish Statistics had started to provide a small assortment of leisure and social 

statistics as early as 1965, focusing principally on the purchase of television 

licences, visits to Ancient Monuments in Scotland and visits to NTS properties.

Small gleanings can be taken from a variety of reports and other published 

sources, although no comprehensive study exists. For instance, the Scottish 

Development Department (SDD) report of 1967 Cairngorm Area, uses 

statistical evidence to show an increasing tourist traffic for the wider 

Cairngorms area from 1960 to 1964. The number of visitors to Blair Castle was 

recorded by the Scottish Tourist Board in 1960 as 43,285; by 1964, this figure 

was 54,905. The number of visitors at Am Fasgadh (‘The Shelter’: the folk 

museum), Kingussie, increased from 8,590 in 1960, to 11,000 in 1964. An 

estimate of the number of holiday beds available on Speyside and Deeside in 

1964 was made at around 5,100, with 511 beds available in the SYHA network 

of hostels which now included a new hostel at Aviemore (with capacity doubled
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to 64 beds) and additional hostels at Corgarff (28 beds), Loch Morlich (144 

beds), Kingussie (80 beds) and Braemar (95 beds)/^ The Cairngorms Working 

Party (CWP) calculated that in 1977/78 around 1.5m ‘bed nights’ were spent in 

Badenoch and Strathspey; by 1989 this figure had risen to 1.9m ‘bed nights’, 

with Pitlochiy in the south hosting 1.2m ‘bed nights’ alone in 1990. The report 

concluded that from the early 1970s, visitor numbers in the eastern Cairngorms 

(Deeside) stood at just a tenth of those for Badenoch and Strathspey, and the 

scale of tourist provision was thus similarly smaller.®® These findings of the 

Working Party are in stark contrast to the euphoria displayed by the editors of 

The Scotsman in March 1967 when they predicted the massive development of 

Deeside as a winter sports centre, just a day after the publication of the SDD 

report with its £35m plan for the development of the Cairngorm area, and its 

suggested massive road building programme, with priority given to the Glen 

Feshie road at a cost of £2m. In an editorial, the Coylumbridge Hotel and the 

Aviemore Centre were seen as just stepping stones in the “check list for action”, 

given the overriding need to promote tourism as the universal cure-all for the 

regeneration of the Highlands. The editors suggested, “There is no other area so 

suitable for development — rugged, provenly attractive to skiers, and yet 

comparatively accessible from the South . . . The bulk of the initial investment 

on the vital infrastructure, must come from the Government . . . Roads are a 

priority”. At the beginning of this editorial the writers asked if such an 

“extensive area o f relatively undisturbed beauty” should be developed at all?; 

answering their own question later with a resounding ‘yes’ and a plea for
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immediate action.^^ Inverness County Council did finance major road 

improvements up onto Cairn Gorm from 1967 to 1969; in 1978/79 the A9 was 

re-routed and a number of towns and villages were by-passed (Dalwhinnie 

being the first on a list that included Newtonmore, Kingussie, Kincraig and 

Aviemore), facilitating speedier access on the route north, but signalling a 

decline in passing tourist traffic through the centre of the holiday towns. In a 

photographic essay to accompany the writing of James Grassie on the modem 

Highlands and Islands from 1962 to 1984, the Italian-bom Oscar Marzaroli 

included a photograph of the Cairngorm Ski Slopes taken in the winter of 1970, 

showing hundreds of visiting skiers enjoying their sport beneath lines of ski 

tows: an important reflection of how the outsider’s view of the Cairngorms and 

the wider Highland region had broadened to include the sense of the mountains 

being a playground or adventure course for those who sought to master 

Nature.®̂

One visitor survey of note in the 1970s, was that undertaken in-house by the 

NCC in July 1973, as it acts as a useful focus of comparison to the better 

known investigations of the Mackay Consultants from July to September 1987. 

The findings of the NCC survey were published alongside those of a Summer 

Visitor Survey undertaken by ASH during August 1980 as part of the 

environmental impact analysis commissioned by the CCCL, and alongside the 

Mackay Consultants findings from 1987. The 1987 report concluded that, “in 

the absence of historical data, it is very difficult to draw conclusions about how 

the total number of visitors to the area has changed over time”; and this has
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proved a difficult hurdle to negotiate in this present study. However, by making 

use of the NCC survey of 1973, it is conjectured that visitor numbers to the 

Cairngorms had increased by c.40%; at the seven common interview sites 

around the mountains the average daily numbers in July 1987 were 40% higher 

than in July 1973. It must be noted that Coire Cas and Loch an Eilein, where 

there has been a substantial increase in visitor numbers, are excluded from this 

statistical comparison made above. The Summer 1987 Survey concluded that 

from July to September about 150/175,000 ‘person visits’ were made to the 

Cairngorms NNR and the adjacent HIDE estate; on the nineteen survey days 

alone, over 23,923 people were counted, and 3,727 people were interviewed. 

On the basis of the complete summer survey of 1987, group size increased from 

an average of 3.2 in 1973, to 3.9 in 1987; there was a notable increase in the 

period 1973 to 1987 in certain recreational activities; climbing up from 2% to 

14%, botany up from 7% to 11% and ornithology up from 12% to 17%. 

Interestingly, around 44% of questionnaire respondents in 1973 were on their 

first visit to the Cairngorms; this figure had fallen to 25% by 1987. The most 

useful aspect of the 1980 survey by ASH was that it focused on patterns of 

recreational use of the Cairngorm plateau and the Northern Corries in August 

of that year, recording that on fine days over 809 people reached the summit of 

Cairn Gorm and 31 reach Ben MacDhui; on poor weather days only 90 reached 

the summit o f Cairn Gorm and 12 forged on to Ben MacDhui.^^ Using chairlift 

ticket sales, it appears as if summer use (June to October) of the uplift facilities 

at Coire Cas has been in decline from 1972/73 to 1980, with the results
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indicting a 4% per year decrease, strikingly similar to the results from 1980 to 

1987. The peak summer use o f the chairlift was recorded in 1972 with 104,913 

visits and 1973 with 100,994 visits. By 1978 this figure had fallen to 74,642 

and in 1987 it stood at just 52,372 visits.^ In commissioning the 1987 Summer 

Visitor Survey (which does lie outside the historical remit of this thesis) the 

Countryside Commission for Scotland hoped that it would be the first 

comprehensive recreational survey in the area to “lay the foundation for more 

systematic monitoring and surveying of the Cairngorms in future years’’.®̂ This 

emphasises the unique and pioneering nature of this visitor survey, and provides 

ample evidence of why the lot of the historian of countryside recreation can be 

so firustratingly lacking in good statistical source material prior to the 1980s.

The years from 1960 to the present day can be categorised as an era of mass 

leisure and car ownership, and it has seen an area such as the Cairngorms being 

valued by outsiders as an invigorating obstacle course for recreational pursuits, 

a haven of unique flora and fauna and a last haven of wilderness in Britain 

where the landscape both inspires and uplifts the human spirit and allows brief 

moments of tranquil contemplation and a momentary withdrawal firom an 

increasingly urban society. The tourist industry in the Cairngorms, whether it 

serviced the needs of a nature lover, a week-end driver and scenery admirer or a 

passionate devotee of winter sports, or indeed, the mass charabanc or coach- 

borne tourist who only desires to be led from a scenic viewpoint to a cafe to a 

hotel, has flourished enormously since the 1960s. A plethora of tourist 

attractions opened in the Cairngorms in the 1970s as a response to the growing
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tourist trade and the accompanying post-romantic user interests in the 

Cairngorm range. A Highland Wildlife Park opened at Kincraig in 1972; a 

water sports centre was built on Loch Morlich in 1978 revealing how full 

recreational use of the Cairngorms now incorporated leisure pursuits on loch 

and river; the Landmark Visitor Centre was built in Carrbridge in 1970, 

bringing a major commercial recreational development to the area incorporating 

tourism with environmental education; the Aviemore Centre continued to 

provide for on-site family-based entertainment by opening the garish Santa 

Claus Land and a Craft Centre in 1975. The district of Badenoch and Strathspey 

alone could offer around 12,000 beds to the visitors in 1978, over double the 

5,100 on offer in the SDD calculation for both the eastern and western 

Cairngorms in 1964.®® It is worth noting that the Aviemore Centre was the jewel 

in the crown in the marketing strategy of the Aviemore and Spey Valley Tourist 

Board during the 1970s and 1980s, but by 1992 it was not photographed for the 

local tourist brochure. Its decline came about due to two recessions in the 1980s 

and 1990s and several poor ski seasons, along with competition from cheap 

package holidays overseas. In 1986, the original owners of the Centre sold it to 

an hotel company, sensing that tourism and recreational development had 

peaked during the mid-19 8 0 s ,a n d  that environmental concerns could now 

thwart any proposed development projects, especially any projected expansion 

of ski facilities on the high tops.

One of the most eclectic bodies concerned with nature conservation in the 

Cairngorms, was formed as early as autumn 1974, as a group within the
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Aberdeen Branch of the Conservation Society, reflecting a long-standing 

interest in the mountains uniquely shown by that north-east city, that dates back 

into the late nineteenth century and the formation of the Cairngorm Club. Over 

fifty people joined the Group in 1974, ranging from climbers, hillwalkers and 

naturalists to research scientists, and “also some people who simply value fine 

country and scenery”; amongst the earliest recruits were Tom Weir and 

Desmond Nethersole-Thompson. The Cairngorms Group (as they named 

themselves) sent out a long letter to other organisations in November 1974, in 

this instance the Scottish Rights of Way Society (SROWS), in an attempt to 

publicise their formation and to state their own intention “to become an action 

group . . .  an internal information service, so that advance warning o f new 

developments is sent to members”. The Group sought to forge links with 

climbing clubs, voluntary conservation agencies and organisations, government 

bodies, planning departments and private estates, in an effort to avoid 

unnecessary confrontation over any proposed developments in the Cairngorms 

that were “likely to go against good planning and to damage the outstanding 

features of the area”. Avoiding conflict by preparatory consultation and 

constructive co-operation was the key here, after all, the Group explained, they 

were a “body of people who would far rather enjoy being out on the 

Cairngorms . . . than get involved in unnecessary conflict”. The SROWS were 

urged to involve themselves fully in “constructive contact” with the Group, “so 

as to lessen the likelihood of future conflict and to conserve the finest features 

of the area for the benefit of this and future generations”.̂® Historically, this
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local group should be seen as a direct forerunner of another north-east group, 

the North East Mountain Trust, formed in 1980, which sought to preserve the 

natural heritage of the Cairngorms, both for recreation and nature conservation 

in te re s ts .B o th  these Aberdeen-based bodies stand as regional groups 

passionately concerned about the future of the Cairngorms in the late 1970s and 

1980s, and determined to find a balance between competing land-use interests 

in the years o f conflict with recreationalists, nature conservationists, developers 

and private landowners. Such concerted action taken at a local geographical 

level, directly influenced the formation of more widely-based ‘Scottish’ groups 

in the 1980s that drew in support from all over the UK, and took a more radical 

and proactive stance against the intrusion of ski developments into the 

Cairngorm area: for example, the Scottish Wild Land Group, formed in 1982,^  ̂

and the Save the Cairngorms Campaign (SCC) launched in 1988 and its 

Manifesto fo r  the Cairngorms?^

Mountaineering and climbing clubs in Scotland after 1970, began to evolve 

into more than just organisations for the promotion of recreation in upland 

areas. The Association of Scottish Climbing Clubs (ASCC) which had formed 

in the mid-1950s, had come under increasing pressure during the late 1960s for 

its failure to recognise that many of its members as well as being devotees of 

mountaineering, had a keen interest in natural history and thus, nature 

conservation. The ASCC was also criticised for its administrative structure 

which could not react or function effectively in the face of growing recreational 

pressures on mountainous areas in Scotland, and it was felt that the loosely
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associated body would have to form itself into a “properly constituted Council, 

with an Executive Committee meeting regularly”, in order to speak with any 

authority on the need for a balance between landuse interests in an area such as 

the Cairngorms. At an informal ASCC meeting in July 1969 at Strathclyde 

University, a decision was taken to rename the organisation, the 

Mountaineering Council of Scotland (MCS), which was duly formed in January 

1970. As well as promoting the interests o f mountaineers and mountaineering 

in Scotland, and providing technical advice, the new constitution sought to 

“educate mountaineers and the public about the conservation of the 

environment and mountaineering ethics”,’̂  which in itself reflected a sea 

change of opinion within the mountaineering fraternity in Scotland. At a 

meeting in November 1970, the President of the MCS recorded an income of 

£150 and 31 member clubs, including the Cairngorm Club of Aberdeen, the 

Aberdeen University Lairig Club, the Glasgow Glenmore Club from Paisley, 

the Grampian Club from Dundee, the Moray Mountaineering Club from Elgin, 

the Ladies Scottish Climbing Club from Glasgow, along with other clubs and 

Holiday Fellowship bodies from Stirling, Glasgow, St. Andrews, Edinburgh and 

Inverness. The Honorary Secretary, T. Muir Wright of Dunblane, also recorded 

having attended the 1970 Mountain Rescue Course at Glenmore Lodge in the 

Cairngorms, praising both the training, the technical guidance and the 

hospitality he received. It was felt that “members of various Scottish climbing 

clubs should attend such courses”.’̂

In the first two years of its existence, the MCS was urged by its members to 

make two notable interventions on issues affecting the Cairngorms. First in
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September 1970, it voiced the concerns of many climbing clübs in Scotland, 

over the ‘occupation’ of Cairngorm bothies by large Army parties for extensive 

periods of time, feeling that it was “reasonable to assume that bothies were 

really for small parties on short one/two night stops, especially in an area such 

as the Cairngorms”.’'* Later, in January 1972, the MCS were called upon to 

explain how the balancing act between the recreational demands of skiers and 

climbers was worked out on Cairn Gorm, after clarification was sought by a 

group of visiting climbers jfrom North Wales who had, much to their irritation, 

been caught up in some dispute on the mountain about future ski developments:

. . the Committee regard Coire Cas as the skiers and summer 
tourists domain, and tiierefore if they want these things, the 
climbers stand aside. We do not feel this is any thin ended wedge; 
we feel that the north corries Cas and Ciste could be made to let 
the skiers enjoy themselves on chairlifts, on the piste and in the 
coffee bars. I wonder why the North Wales people are concerned.
Maybe they are not aware o f the restricted area all this affects and 
look at it as some further degeneration of the wild area of the 
Cairngorms in general.’”^

In 1985, a MCS register of Scottish Clubs’ Huts was begun. Within the 

Cairngorms area it noted the popularity of the Ladies Scottish Climbing Club 

hut at Milehouse, Kincraig with nine beds and charging 60p. a night to 

members, and £1.30 a night to guests; the Cairngorm Club hut at Muir of 

Inverey, Linn of Dee, held eighteen people and charged £2.50 per night.’̂  It is 

noteworthy that the postcard that the MCS chose to market as a celebration of 

their twenty-fifth anniversary in 1995, depicted a group of mountaineers 

preparing to begin an ascent in the Cairngorms, surrounded by reindeer from 

the herd at Glenmore.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE HISTORY OF GLENMORE NATIONAL FOREST PARK
1923 — 1980

There has been one previous attempt to trace the history of Glenmore 

National Forest Park (NFP), in the form of a critique commissioned by the Save 

the Cairngorms Campaign as part of its political lobbying in the 1990s. The 

author did not use the archives of the Forestry Commission nor analyse many of 

the events prior to 1980; indeed, the establishment of the NFP, and events in the 

1950s and 1960s were covered in three pages.‘ This chapter presents a more 

comprehensively researched history of Glenmore NFP to 1980, and examines 

the role that the Forestry Commission (FC) and other organisations played in 

the creation of structured commercial recreational facilities in a state forest in 

Scotland. Others, notably John Sheail and Donald Mackay, whilst writing on 

the history of the FC on a national scale, have placed the establishment of NFPs 

within the wider history of countryside recreation and the development of rural 

landuse agencies. This history uses and builds upon their work.^

Glenmore National Forest Park, bom over 1947/48, was an early 

experiment in the multiple use of land in the Cairngorms. However, from the 

outset the FC had great difficulty in defining the role and function of a NFP. 

Indeed, they left this task to the Advisory Committees. The FC also  ̂ failed 

adequately to monitor recreational activities in the NFP, and were consistently 

unable to create a management strategy that paid heed to the chief functions of
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the Park’s existence. Nevertheless, Glenmore NFP was a visioriary step by the 

FC into the arena of rural recreation, at a time when the provision of 

recreational facilities in the countryside was urgently sought by various 

campaigning pressure groups. More importantly, the FC concentrated their 

efforts in Scotland, especially in the 1930s and 1940s; this tradition of 

providing free access to forests and tourist facilities has endured, and is seen by 

the public to be a successful aspect of FC policy.

‘Dark Glenmore’

The Forestry Commission had every reason to expect the area to be 

popular. Visitors had been coming to Glenmore since before 1780 [see Chapter 

One] and the woods held a special fascination to many. John Lightfoot toured 

Scotland with Thomas Pennant in the summer of 1772, and wrote much on the 

‘Wild Pine or Scotch Fir’ which was to be found at Abemethy, ‘‘Rothy murcha 

[Rothiemurchus] . . . Glen-more . . . and Glen Taner [Tanar]”, although his 

focus tended to be on the useful qualities of the wood.^ In the middle of the 

nineteenth century Donald Shaw, who styled himself ‘Glenmore’, wrote in 

aesthetic praise of the district, describing “scenes of sylvan solitude of very 

great beauty” and of Loch Morlich; “in a calm summer evening, when the 

bordering wooded steeps reflect their shadows in the bosom of the lake, the 

effect produced is really indescribable”. Shaw also composed a plethora of 

simple verse about ‘dark Glenmore’ and Cairn Gorm.'^ The main period of 

commercial exploitation of the woods came after 1783, when the Duke of 

Gordon sold some trees to a Hull timber company for £10,000. These
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operations continued until 1805;^ in 1856, Glenmore was converted into a deer 

forest. Articles that fondly recall pinewood walks in the forests of Strathspey 

litter editions of the Cairngorm Club Journal and the Scottish Mountaineering 

Club Journal after 1890, in an age when Glenmore was an approach to the high 

tops. These articles represent the first popular manifestation of the recreational 

woodland walk in the Cairngorms; by the mid-193Os, such walks were 

increasingly popular,^ and have remained so across the twentieth century, a 

theme that Eric Simms explored in his prose on walking amidst the 'Bottle- 

Green Pines’ around Loch Morlich.’

We may draw a comparison between Scotland and Scandinavia. Lars 

Kardell notes that in Sweden most of the rural recreational habits popular in the 

1980s, were already established a hundred years ago. Much the same can be 

said of Scotland, although the Swedish concept of allemansratt which 

guarantees rights to all Swedes to wander over uncultivated land has no parallel 

in Scotland, despite some nineteenth century campaigners for rights of way and 

access to the countryside seeking to invent such a tradition spurred on by 

romantic attachments to the wandering Gael. Whilst allemansratt is 

‘everybody’s right’ in Sweden, it is also a ‘right with responsibility’ with an 

educational content as well as a wider spiritual and physical element. There are 

some common experiences, judging from Kardell’s extensive research: forest 

recreation in both countries was nothing new after World War II: what was new 

W»*the number of people able and willing to enjoy it. The average Swede visited 

a recreational forest 18 times in 1963, 28 times in 1976 and 76-92 times in the
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mid-1980s, which “shows the status value that urban Swedes place on outdoor 

recreation”, and which is far above the normal trend in Scotland.® These were 

almost exclusively day trips, but Glenmore NFP tended to attract the 

holidaymaker rather than the daytripper, principally due to its location away 

from sizeable urban centres.^ However, only in 1979 was the Swedish forest 

conservation law modified to include a general statement on the blending of 

open-air recreation with all forestry operations, whereas in the UK, the Forestry 

Act of 1927 sought (albeit in vague terms) to control the public access to state 

woodlands, but acknowledged a need “for regulating the reasonable use of the 

land by the public for the purposes of exercise and recreation”. The gap of 

over fifty years can, in part, be explained by an enduring attachment to the 

custom of allemansratt and a more generous acknowledgement of public rights 

in Sweden.

When the Duke of Richmond and Gordon sold Glenmore to the PC in 

1923, an excited editorial in the Cairngorm Club Journal saw it as an “augury 

of the future when the nation will acquire the whole of the Cairngorms”, which 

itself is an early declaration of recreational interest in National Park status for 

the area. Speaking of the unique blend of loch, forest and mountain in 

Glenmore, the writer sensed that “the whole experiment will be watched with 

intense interest and sympathy by mountain lovers”, believing that although 

sylviculture would predominate, Glenmore could become in the future “a 

reserve like the noble national parks which have been established in the United 

States and Canada and South Africa”." This was 1924; little was to happen for
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another twenty four years. Glenmore had been purchased, though, in the years 

of urgency over the strategic timber reserve that came after the creation of the 

FC in 1919, and as part of the rapid acquisition of large properties in the 1920s 

and 1930s when land values were low and plantation forestry management, not 

integrated estate management, was to the fbre.'^

The National Forest Park Ideal and the Argyll Advisory Committee 
1925 -1945

The archives of the FC in Scotland do not record where, or from whom, the 

NFP ideal was bom, but if  we accept the wording of the Forestry Act of 1927 at 

face value, then a NFP ideal can be traced back into the second half of the 

1920s; John Sheail has shown that the very first “positive response” of the FC 

to the trend in outdoor recreation came in an internal FC memo by Sir John 

Stirling-Maxwell in 1925, although he spoke only of northern England. In 

1929, as a direct result of the involvement of Stirling-Maxwell on the National 

Parks Committee, the FC proposed Glenmore as a suitable tract of land for 

National Park (NP) status, especially if £5,000 could be obtained for capital 

expenditure on roads, camp sites and rest houses and a further £900 for tourist 

infrastmcture. The NFP ideal was resuscitated again in 1933 with the support of 

the Prime Minister, Ramsay Macjonald, himself a keen walker and climber 

(often in the Cairngorms), although the Treasury remained to be convinced. 

Macdonald wrote of the Cairngorms in a letter to the Treasury, who had urged 

that the Ministry of Health should hold all responsibility for public recreation: 

“sooner or later, especially when the flood spreads over desirable country like,
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for instance, the Cairngorms, something must be done, otherwise by fires and 

less disastrous incidents the countryside will be devastated except in very 

remote parts”. Aside from this need to control the growing number of people 

who were enjoying the new state forests, and the important issue of fire damage 

(which cost the FC £46,000 in 1929 for over 400 incidents) the FC sought a 

way to earn public goodwill, as they had come in for considerable criticism 

over their utilitarian planting in the Lake District in the 1920s, and had again 

sought to muscle in on the area from 1934 to 1938, under the auspices of the 

Special Areas Act 1934. As J.RD. Dunbabin has concluded, there was a public 

image angle to the NFP ideal.

The Scottish aspect of the NFP scheme was taken forward by 

J.D. Sutherland, and it is apparent that it was his knowledge of the western 

Highlands that directed the attention of Roy Robinson (Chairman of the FC) to 

Argyll in late 1935 and January 1936. Robinson wrote on 17 January 1936 to 

G. Erskine Jackson of the Scottish Land and Property Federation (SLPF), 

informing him that a meeting of the FC on 6 January had decided to set up a 

working Committee under J.D. Sutherland, “to advise the Commissioners on 

the constitution and management of the National Forest Park in Argyll”.T h e  

first ever meeting of an Advisory Committee for a Scottish National Forest 

Park was scheduled for 14 February 1936, but it was pre-empted by an article in 

The Scotsman two days earlier, which thrilled at the “public use of surplus and 

unplantable land in the forests of Ardgartan, Glenfinart, Benmore and 

Glenbranter in Argyll”, especially as the “whole area under review was
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particularly suitable for rambling”, although the “sound policy would be to 

encourage the use of the area by members of responsible organisations”.**̂ At 

the February meeting of the Committee, discussion ranged widely on what the 

NFP should provide, the PC wishing to provide “a really up to date public 

camping ground and car park to be quite independent of the various 

Associations”; there were calls for an improved water supply, cooking facilities, 

a drying room, latrines, but, “no football field though”. Professor J. Walton a 

botanist at the University of Glasgow, asked that the PC would construct all the 

buildings with an eye on the visual amenity of the area, and that part of the NPP 

function would be to preserve some of the birchwoods in their natural state. 

The NPP was bom in 1936 as a purely recreational venture, and Professor 

Walton was to remain a lone voice for many years championing the cause of 

amenity, nature conservation and environmental education. The Treasury gave 

£5,000 to the PC scheme which embraced the City of Glasgow Corporation, the 

Scottish Youth Hostels Association (SYHA) and the King George V Jubilee 

Trust Fund, to create a NPP of 35,000 acres, along with 19,000 acres at Ardgoil 

of Glasgow Corporation land. Some of these earliest decisions were taken 

blind; only in February 1936 was a Sub-Committee appointed to actually visit 

and view the area, which included the celebrated Cairngorm author and 

mountaineer Sir Henry Alexander, who expressed his appreciation “of serving 

in connection with such an interesting National project”.*̂  At a meeting of the 

Committee in November 1936, J. Walton again spoke out about certain “beauty 

spots” in the NPP and the need to draw the visitors’ attention to them, whilst
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Professor Baily of the Society for the Preservation of Rural Scotland urged that 

should an Ordnance Survey map of the area be produced soon, careful 

consideration must be given to its size, as “the Cairngorm map was too big for 

outdoor use”.'® The establishment of the Argyll NFP is central to an 

understanding of later events at Glenmore in the years after World War II. The 

Argyll NFP as the first in the UK had to be seen by the PC and other 

participating organisations to be a success, for other NFPs to be considered at 

all. Similarly, the tactic of appointing an Advisory Committee had to be seen to 

have worked on both the regional and national scale, as a way of encouraging 

all interests to work together; the Argyll Committee continued to meet regularly 

throughout 1937 and 1938, up to April 1939; they next met in May 1942 with a 

noticeably broader remit. Visitor numbers were key to the continuation of the 

scheme outside of Argyll, and the following figures are displayed in the 

minutes of the Advisory Committee meetings:

TABLE 4

Argyll NFP Visitor Numbers 1936-1941

Year ‘Person Nights’

1936 13,312
1937 20,419
1938 29,525
1939* 30,870
1940* 24,495
1941* 32,080

* mainly in youth hostels, as the public camping grounds 
at Ardgartan and Succoth were closed under Defence of 
the Realm Regulations. (Source: GD 325)
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In March 1938, the Advisory Committee passed an important resolution, 

namely that “they wished to urge the extension in Scotland of the National 

Forest Park scheme”, and suggested that the FC start looking for suitable areas. 

An interesting debate at this meeting concerned the sporting lets which the FC 

and City of Glasgow Corporation were still advertising for the NFP, principally 

to raise additional revenue. It was felt by some Committee members that this 

was a wholly inappropriate use of a NFP and that visitors and guns did not mix. 

The Committee concluded (and thus, in part, tried to define the function of a 

NFP) that it “would be desirable for a Forest Park area to be reserved as a 

sanctuary for birds and animals, as far as this was compatible with the 

Commission’s work”, never mind “the fear of injury to members of the public 

who were being encouraged to visit the area”. The FC agreed to allow the 

shooting lets to lapse gradually as the opportunity occurred.^® Despite this 

statement about the protection of forest wildlife, few members of the Advisory 

Committee came to meetings to encourage this role for the NFP, although the 

task of editing an “interesting guide” for the NFP fell to Professor J. Walton in 

early 1938, the most vocal nature conservationist on the Committee.^' By 

December 1938 the NFP guide had been produced and was lauded as a “best

seller at the Stationery Office stall at the British Empire Exhibition” and 

“favourably received by press and public”, in 1939.^

Further evidence that nature conservation had a low profile in the NFP 

ideal in Scotland came when John Walton wrote to EC.Handford, Secretary of 

the Argyll NFP Committee, to urge the creation of a Voluntary Forest Warden



231

scheme, reluctantly accepting that the candidates would only be given training 

in the fields of arboriculture and forestry, and acknowledging that the 

candidates should have a good grounding in the leisure industry, for they were 

all to be drawn from the Guides and Scouts, the SYHA, and other recreational 

and youth organisations.^ In April 1939, John Sutherland called for the 

formation of a NFP Association, to raise funds for improvements to tourist 

fac ilities.O ver in the Cairngorms, in 1935 the FC had given the title of 

‘Queen’s Forest’ to Glenmore in commemoration of the Jubilee of King George 

V and Queen Mary that yean^ In 1937, the FC acquired Inshriach Forest of 

2,297 acres, planting 1,332 acres of that from 1938 to 1951f^ a purchase that 

Roy Robinson commented upon at a time when the Treasury were willing to 

support the FC NFP scheme, preferring this to the greater evil of having to 

support “a grandiose National Parks Authority”. Robinson assured the Treasury 

that the FC could pick up ‘unplantable’ land cheaply: “earlier in the year [1937] 

the Commission could have bought a couple of thousand acres of the 

Cairngorms at 10 to 20 shillings per acre in connection with the purchase of our 

new Inshriach Forest”, but had “refrained because most of it was unplantable”.̂  ̂

The war years halted the further development of NFPs in Scotland, but it is 

known that active consideration was given to the designation of a NFP at 

Glemnore, by the FC and by the Argyll NFP Advisory Committee which was 

now acting as the leading forum for the extension of the NFP scheme. F.C. 

Handford reconvened the Advisory Committee, with a memo in March 1942, 

stating that “in view of the general interest in National Parks at present being
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expressed and the attention that is being afforded to post war problems, it is 

suggested that we might hold a meeting in May , . However, the May 1942 

meeting concentrated its discussions on creating a NFP at Glentrool, although 

an Advisory Committee was not constituted to investigate this property until 

22 October 1943/^ This May 1942 meeting, called due to members’ wishes “to 

help the movements” of NTs and NFPs, issued a bold statement to the 

government and the PC: “in view of the work already carried out by the PC in 

connection with National Porest Parks . . .  the PC should be entrusted with the 

development and management of National Park areas in Scotland . . This 

shows the extent to which the Argyll Advisory Committee was now broadening 

its own remit and seeking to speak out on regional and national issues of 

landuse in Scotland; against the backdrop of the growing independence and 

audacity of this Committee, Glenmore was seized upon some time during the 

war years, as suitable for NPP status. By October 1946, the Advisory 

Committee’s freedom of action was complete, as P.C. Handford explained to 

Michael Lorimer WS of the SLPP; it was being slowly reconstituted under the 

chairmanship of J.M. Bannerman “to deal with all National Porest Park Areas 

in Scotland”."*

In April 1941, the PC met in London to try to outline subjects that were 

“suitable for departmental enquiries” in such a time of national emergency. 

NPPs were rather surprisingly listed at No. 5, which again suggests that the 

NPP ideal remained alive over the war years^^; Snowdonia NPP was declared in 

1940; the Porest of Dean NPP was declared in 1939. However, the most strident
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declaration of the future of NFPs across the UK, came in Post-War Forest

Policy published by the FC in February 1943. The FC outlined their future

spending on NFPs over ten years as follows:

The Desirable Programme £150,000
The Intermediate Programme £100,000
Pre-War Basis £ 50,000

This report again sought to define the role of a NFP, in that it made good 

use of unplantable land, “to the public for recreation and, at the same time, to 

provide cheap camping facilities at convenient places. Access to plantations 

will be allowed when there is no risk of damage from fire”. Glentrool and 

Glenmore (both in Scotland, it should be noted) were described as “eminently 

suited for National Forest Parks”, and the FC boldly asserted that their goal was 

to create a new NFP every year for the next decade, “at a capital outlay not 

exceeding £50,000”. They did, however, remain open to making “a special 

feature” out of the NFP scheme, and could offer an additional £100,000 to 

establish around twenty NFPs by 1955.^  ̂ Glenmore NFP would be bom out of 

such hyperbole.

Clearly the creation and development of the Argyll NFP Advisory 

Committee has to be understood before any attempt can be made to trace the 

history of other NFPs in Scotland, indeed, across the UK. The key role that the 

Argyll NFP Advisory Committee played in the 1930s and 1940s has not 

previously been fully understood, and it is now apparent that it laid many of the 

ground rules for what was to come after World War II.
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Glenmore 1945-1950

Glenmore was discussed at the first post-war meeting of the Scottish

National Committee of the FC in October 1945 in Edinburgh, a body chaired by 

Thomas Johnston MP, and including in its members, J.M. Bannerman, the Duke 

of Buccleuch, John Cameron, Col. Stirling of Keir, Sir Samuel Strang Steel, 

F.C. Handford and A.H. Gosling of the FC staff, A. McTaggart and John 

Veitch. Apparently the FC had been approached by Lord Malcolm Douglas 

Hamilton who wished to ‘Tent or purchase” Glenmore Lodge for use as a 

‘Youth Movement Training Centre’. A.H. Gosling informed the Committee that 

the Lodge had already been refused to the SYHA, as the FC deemed it would 

be “required for adaption into Forest Workers’ dwelling-houses”.̂ '̂  Lord 

Hamilton would only have to wait three years before the FC would acquiesce to 

his request. More importantly, this Committee in April 1946 formally 

reconstituted the Argyll NFP Advisory Committee and charged them with 

responsibility for NFPs in Scotland, suggesting that the Scottish Tourist Board 

be invited to join the committee; J.M. Bannerman was designated as 

Chairman.^^ The first meeting of the post-war Advisory Committee was 

scheduled for mid-November, but prior to that J.M. Bannerman and the 

Director of the FC would visit the Cairngorms in October 1946 to investigate 

the Glenmore site and to formulate recommendations to put before the 

Advisory Committee, to press for an “early establishment of a Forest Park in 

that area”. At the same time, the Scottish National Committee urged that Tom 

Johnston inform the Secretary of State for Scotland, “to prevent the possibility
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of any subsequent criticism on the ground of premature Forest Park 

development to the detriment of National Park interests in this locality"/^ A 

resurgent National Park debate was running alongside the NFP ideal in the 

second half of the 1940s, and although the FC always stressed the uniqueness 

of their NFP scheme, John Sheail has shown that they had staked a claim (with 

the connivance of the Treasury) to become the National Parks Authority in the 

late 1930s?’ Johnston himself (when Scottish Secretary) had been angered to 

have been omitted from the earliest discussions for the Glentrool NFP in 1943?* 

The Scottish NFP Advisory Committee that first met in November 1946 

looked like a grander version of the Argyll Committee, as its recruitment of 

representatives from youth and recreational organisations from across Scotland 

was impressive. It urged the development of Argyll, Glentrool and Glenmore so 

that they could take visitors during the summer of 1947. Tom Johnston reported 

that he had discussed Glenmore with the Secretary of State for Scotland, who 

had suggested that an inter-departmental conference might be held of all 

interested groups. There was still no firm decision yet about the future of 

Glenmore; the FC described the NFP idea, as just “tentative proposals” at this 

meeting, and seemed reluctant to appoint a committee of enquiry as they had 

done at Glentrool; indeed, no such committee was ever constituted. 

J.M. Bannerman explained to the meeting that the problem at Glenmore lay in a 

lack of suitable sites for camping, “keeping in mind that the Commissioners 

must also provide housing accommodation for their own workmen”. He also 

drew attention to the popularity with motorists of the Sluggan Pass road
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conceding that “upkeep of this long stretch would become a serious matter”, 

but that “a toll charge for vehicular traffic would not be unreasonable”, since, 

after all, each NFP had to raise some of its own revenue. This was a long and 

important meeting to decide the future of Glenmore. John Walton fought his 

lone battle over environmental education at the site, believing the area to be 

unique in its natural history educational attractions, but accepting that “the great 

general appeal of Glenmore and the Cairngorms made it impossible to reserve 

the area for educational purposes only”. He was to hold on to his ‘living 

classroom’ vision for Glenmore. The STB urged that they be allowed to play a 

leading role in all tourist development at Glenmore; the Boy’s Brigade called 

for commercial postcards to be produced; the Camping Club begged that any 

appointed warden would hold a stock of midge repellent for sale! It was agreed 

that youth organisations would only have to pay “a small charge per head” as 

cost “did affect the extent to which advantage could be taken of the facilities 

offered”.̂ ^

The FC moved discussions forward in November 1946, contacting the 

Department of Health in Scotland to table their plans for a NFP, but seeking 

only to develop a camping ground in front of Glenmore Lodge of 2 V2 acres, and 

seeking to maintain the existing wooden huts that were used by Elgin Academy 

and Naim County Boys’ Organisations. The. FC called these “initial 

developments”,'*'’ but in reality no firm decisions had yet been taken. Indeed, the 

NP/NFP debate was still not resolved, and F.C. Handford was called before the 

Scottish National Parks Committee to explain the FC role at Glenmore and to
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explain, “with the aid of a map . . . thll details of the proposals”, which seemed 

to impress J. Douglas Ramsay who, “regarded them with approval”/ '  By 

December 1946, the inter-departmental conference proposed by the Scottish 

Secretary had debated the Glemnore issue, and the FC could submit formal 

proposals to the County Councils and local planning authorities the relevant 

County Councils agreed to NFPs at Glentrool and Glenmore in February 1947/' 

just four months later, the first reports of unruly guests at a NFP came through, 

with complaints that the Ardgartan camping ground (Argyll NFP), “was being 

rendered untenable at weekends by rowdy and ill-conducted day parties 

travelling by privately hired buses from Glasgow and Greenock”. The post-war 

boom in recreation was bringing city dwellers into their local NFP in growing 

numbers, and the FC freely admitted that they had no clue how to, “eliminate 

the undesirable element”,"'' in their effort to advertise ‘recreation with 

responsibility’.

There was no grand opening ceremony for Glenmore NFP in 1948. The iI
public camping ground and a reserved area for Juvenile Organisations was |

I
opened in June, with only limited publicity in newspapers and tourist magazines j

i

for that and Glentrool NFP opening in July."  ̂In 1947, the STB had praised the j

I
Argyll NFP as being, “one of Scotland’s greatest recreation lungs’’."̂  It does j

appear that Glenmore NFP was put together and opened in a rush, as in mid- j

March 1948, shelters, toilets and washing blocks were under construction, and i
I

the FC was seeking to calm the SYHA (by promising a site for a hostel) who i
I

were desperate not to be sidelined by the NFP. A visitor tariff was still under I
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review: the former charge for the Norwegian Huts at Glenmore had been £4 per 

month, but this was now doubled by the FC, with £2 per weekend period, 

£2. 10/- per week, or £5 per fortnight/^ Professor John Walton still sought to 

make Glenmore something more than a mere place of fun, asking in March if 

“a hall could be used for lectures, countiy dancing and recreation in very bad 

weather”. RC. Handford didn’t care for this lecture idea: “Lectures could 

hardly proceed under conditions likely to prevail in the general recreational 

shelter”."** Walton refused to give in, and failing to have natural history lectures 

put on, sought in April 1949 to meet his committee colleagues halfway, 

proposing that visitors might “welcome a talk or conducted tour of the 

plantations and nursery”; “a fortnightly tour during the summer months would 

prove very popular”, he enthused. His fellow committee members seemed more 

interested in investigating the possibility of establishing a NFP “within easier 

reach of Edinburgh”."*®

In light of the Advisory Committee considering more NFPs, and nearer to 

urban areas, and with the visitor management problems that had surfaced at 

Argyll NFP in June 1947 fresh in representatives’ minds, the FC decided to 

forestall trouble in the years to come. The Scottish NFP Advisory Committee 

working with the Scottish National Committee of the FC in June 1948, sought 

to invoke the Forestry Act of 1927 and introduce Forest Byelaws, under the 

direction of the FC London headquarters.^® Glenmore NFP Byelaws were 

introduced on 11 August 1948, and a £5 fine limit was agreed for acts of 

trespass onto land being prepared for planting, the lighting of fires, the smoking
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of cigarettes in wooded areas, dropping litter, damming watercourses, removing 

FC fencing, committing acts of wilful vandalism to trees, egg-collecting or 

rough camping/^ The FC had introduced NFP Byelaws as early as July 1936, 

but the spate of NFP Byelaws from August 1948 to 1954 showed that they felt 

that prohibitive regulation was necessary for visitor management on their land.

TABLE 5

National Forest Parks Byelaws introduced

Argyll 15 July 1936
Glenmore 11 August 1948
Glentrool 4 January 1949
Snowdonia 4 January 1949
Queen Elizabeth 6 August 1954
Border 1962

Source: Note all these Byelaws were made obsolete in July 
1971 with the introduction of FC Byelaws 1971, No. 997, 
under statutoiy instruments (HMSO, London, 1971).̂ ^

In 1948, the FC Annual Report looked back with some satisfaction on the

establishment of Glenmore NFP, “a Park of 12,500 acres”, that extends “from

the shores of Loch Morlich to the summit of the Cairngorm”, A more

comprehensive working definition of a NFP was offered:

“At all these Forest Parks, attention is given to the conservation 
of natural resources of all kinds. Good land utilisation as between 
forestry and agriculture is practised, and throughout the area wild 
life is protected. Careful regard is paid to amenities and scenic 
effects both in the arrangement of plantations and the design and 
siting of buildings.”^̂

This was good public relations fodder, but was quite blatantly untrue. Only 

perhaps from 1964 did the FC pay any real attention to either the impact that 

their forests, NFPs and plantations had on the landscape, or to the wildlife
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living on their properties. Sylvia Crowe was appointed aroiind 1964, as a 

consultant on landscaping, and was to guide the FC on the layout of new 

plantations in harmony with local scenery, as well as improving the appearance 

of existing forests. The Annual Report of 1964 saw her vision as unique and 

valuable, allowing the FC to start “blending good forestry practice with a 

proper regard for the beauty of the countryside”.̂ '* Two years later, she was 

praised again, for she had “emphasised the need for contrast between planted 

and open ground; for avoidance of harsh outlines in new plantations; and for 

the shaping of clear-felled areas within the landscape pattem”.̂  ̂ Similarly, in 

1964, the FC appointed a Divisional FC Officer to the “new post of Wild Life 

Officer”, who was to work with the Nature Conservancy and other nature 

conservation organisations, to be responsible “for improving and coordinating 

practice throughout the Commission on wild life management and forest 

protection”; the ultimate goal of the FC being, “to harmonize the conservation 

of wild life with the needs of timber production”, not, it appears, recreation.^® 

The FC took no real action on the visual impact of their forests or nature 

conservation prior to the mid-1960s. They provided a more acceptable 

definition of what a NFP was in 1960: “The Commission claim that, as the 

forests mature, they will be seen for what they are; at once an economic asset 

and a source of positive pleasure to the eye and spirit”. This Annual Report did, 

quite rightly, go on to say just what an important recreational resource the NFP 

had become:
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‘There is thus growing up a generation of young people who have 
come to accept the Commission’s forests as places where, quite 
simply, they can enjoy themselves, and in return leam how to 
protect the forests and help foresters by an understanding of their 
work.” ’̂

The ‘protection’ spoken of here, was more to do with vandalism and the 

fire threat, than the conservation of forest flora and fauna. In March 1948, the 

Advisory Committee had discussed the possible provision of leaflets to inform 

visitors and holidaymakers about Glenmore NFP, but the committee later 

abandoned this idea, and in 1949 asked John Walton to edit a guidebook with 

contributions from experts in the fields of history, forestry, folklore and natural 

history. The first NFP Guide for Glenmore was published by HMSO in May 

1949; a third edition came in 1960, a fourth edition in 1966 and a much 

expanded fifth edition in 1975.̂ ® It was noted that 4,000 copies of the 

guidebook were sold in its first year,^  ̂ and the guide remained one of the only 

publicity tools that the PC used to sell Glenmore NFP to the public, believing 

that the facilities on offer were already “well known” to those Scots interested 

in countryside recreation, or members of an outdoor organisation. In 1951, in an 

attempt to widen NFP publicity the FC in Scotland decided to sell the 

attractions o f NFPs to “factories and workshops”, through “bodies such as the 

Employers Federation”.*̂*̂ In retrospect, it is perhaps odd that over the period 

1949 to 1975 the FC asked well known and respected Cairngorm naturalists 

(Seton Gordon and Roy Dennis come to mind) as well as other academic 

authorities, to write sections of the guidebook, and yet these people were never 

included in the committee that shaped the destiny of Glenmore NFP. That was
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placed in the hands of nominated representatives of youth, recreational and 

tourist organisations, many of whom would be staff sent along to meetings from 

headquarters across the Central Belt; the future of the NFP was 

overwhelmingly decided from Edinburgh.

At the same time as the Glenmore NFP was bom, the Central Council of

Physical Recreation (CCPR), with the support of the Scottish Education

Department, opened the Scottish Centre of Outdoor Training at Glenmore

Lodge in September 1948. B.H. Humble suggests the impetus for this came

from the success of military training in the Cairngorms over the war years, and

the popularity of a first CCPR outdoor training course at Loch Lomond Youth

Hostel over Easter 1946, with boating on the loch and an ascent of Ben

Lomond. The idea of an outdoor youth training centre in the northern or eastern

Highlands was picked up by Lord Douglas Hamilton, giving birth to what

Humble calls “a great industry” of outdoor recreation.^* In a promotional book

about Glenmore Lodge, written by Catharine Loader as early as 1952, the

object of the training centre was described thus:

“to use the excellent natural surroundings offered by mountain, 
loch and forest, to experiment with forms of education which will 
assist the individual to discover his or her physical, mental and 
spiritual potentialities . . . initiative, observation, courage and 
humility are qualities demanded from a good citizen as well as 
from the intelligent exponent of open air activities.”

In 1950, a Glenmore Club was formed in Edinburgh, reflecting the urban 

roots of many of the children and adults who stayed at the Lodge; in 1950, it 

was estimated that around 40% of visitors were keen members of a youth or
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university recreation society; over 1951 and 1952, Glasgow Education 

Authority decided to initiate a series of Glenmore reunions, at which 

mountaineers like Douglas Scott and Tom Weir spoke, and the SMC were on 

hand to offer advice and recruit members/^ In 1959, the outdoor training centre 

moved into a new purpose-built building, and the old Lodge became a youth 

hostel opening in 1961. The Lodge built a new boathouse on Loch Morlich in 

1967.^  ̂The NFP and Glenmore Lodge were seen to complement each other; for 

that reason the FC leased the old shooting lodge to the CCPR in 1948, it being 

no longer needed by foresters. Visitor numbers to Glenmore Lodge, and the 

SYHA Loch Morlich property have been tabulated below to give a flavour of 

the growing recreational interest in the area from the late 1940s to the mid- 

1960^ "

CHART II (Source: FC 9/2, FC 6-1)
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TABLE 6

VISITORS TO SYHA LOCH MORLICH 1961-1964

1961 11,906
1962 14,681
1963 14,884
1964 17,866

(Source: FC 9/2, PC 6-1)

Visitor Numbers and Visitor Management at the NFP

The first holidaymakers arriving at Glenmore NFP in 1948 would have

found a public camping ground, a reserved area for youth organisations’ camps, 

a wet weather shelter and the improved Norwegian Huts. As early as November 

1946, the Advisory Committee had decided that these huts should only be used 

by boys’ organisations, having had problems with ‘mixed’ groups from Elgin 

Academy and Birmingham University. This segregation of the sexes had 

frustrated the Director of Physical Education at Birmingham University, who as 

late as April 1949 was still complaining that such a move could mean that “the 

widest possible use cannot be made of the facilities at Glenmore”. There was a 

moral tone to the PC’s provision of recreation in these huts, and they decided to 

hold firm on the single sex occupancy rule, confident that the huts were booked 

up in the 1948 season for four week-long periods and five weekends, and for 

eleven week-long periods and two weekends in the 1949 season.^ It is 

charming to note that the FC moral crusade had evolved by March 1951 to 

subject adults staying in the Norwegian Huts to the same rules; they could stay 

“provided the parties were confined to members of the one sex”.̂  Over the
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1950s, small tourist infrastructure development occurred, but very much in an 

ad hoc fashion; three car parks were built in 1950/51; in 1958, the FC grant for 

the upkeep of the Glenmore road was raised from £7,568 per annum to 

£10,000.* ’̂ The FC tended to react to growing visitor numbers, rather than have 

the facilities in place beforehand. In the first years of the 1950s, there was a 

little friction between the FC and the youth organisations over issues of 

maintenance. In March 1951, a SYHA delegation at an Advisory Committee 

meeting in Edinburgh asked it to address the “question of the upkeep of the 

paths on the higher slopes above the plantations”. The FC quite obviously were 

not willing to put money into the upkeep of paths on rough unplantable ground 

where they felt so few people ventured. They replied (via F.C. Handford) that 

“it was part of the Commission’s policy to keep the National Forest Parks as 

near to nature as possible”,̂® which was a deviously convenient answer (indeed, 

an escape route).

During the 1950s and 1960s, Loch Morlich and the camping grounds and 

associated low-level forest trails were seen by the FC as the focus, the 

honey-pot, for recreational activity at the park; this despite a scare in 1953/54 

when Loch Morlich was declared “unsafe to all but the strongest swimmers”, 

and warning notices were erected around the lochsUc and in car parks.® It 

should be stressed that from 1950 to 1970 the FC took great satisfaction in 

being the leading provider of countryside recreational facilities in the UK, and 

the FC took every opportunity they could to show off the NFP scheme; in July 

1956 a party of delegates from the Supreme Soviet toured the Queen Elizabeth
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NFP; later in October 1956, the first committee meeting to set up a Border NFP 

met in Newcastle/® Much of the expansion of the scheme post-1955, seems to 

have been boosted by a final decision taken on the wrangle over NPs and NFPs. 

The Scottish National Committee of the FC issued a statement in early 

December 1954, drafted by Sir Samuel Strang Steel (Chairman of the 

committee) and J.M. Bannerman, that from now on, “the Commissioners 

favoured creating National Forest Parks rather then including forest areas in 

National Parks’’/^

As visitor numbers to Glenmore began to rise steeply in the mid-1950s, so

the problem of litter became worse, the first documented statement about a

Titter problem’ being in 1956/^ This was a widespread problem. In 1961, at all

NFPs the FC removed 750 tons of litter, and noted that 22,500 milk bottles had

been left behind by irresponsible campers; the FC freely accepted that this was

a direct result of “a rapid increase in the number of campers, and in too many

instances a lowering of their standards”/^ The FC did strengthen some visitor

regulations in the 1960s and 1970s, but it was hard to do so in the face of such

enthusiasm for the relaxed atmosphere at a NFP like Glenmore, as recorded in

the Annual Report for 1959:

“There is evidence in the form of appreciative letters that the 
facilities provided —  such as shower rooms and cooking shelters 
— and the absence of all but essential rules, met a real need for 
which the Commission will have to continue to cater on an 
increasing scale.

In an interesting international comparison, A.P. Snyder (a District Forest 

Ranger in the Sierra National Forest in California) wrote in the mid-1960s that
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recreational forests in the USA were suffering irreparable trail erosion, and 

were being buried beneath a litter problem, “a can pile”. Snyder felt that these 

were the two greatest challenges to the “new breed of forest administrators”, 

conceding that (rather like Scotland) the US Forest Service only woke up to the 

pressures of a recreational demand on its land around 1950. He concluded in 

1966 that, “foresters seem well aware that wilderness is of great concern to 

large numbers of educated, interested, loquacious, dedicated, and often highly 

opinionated people”.’  ̂ The British FC perhaps lagged behind a little, but had 

awoken to the complexities of forest management by the late 1960s. Total 

visitor numbers for all the NFPs, certainly show a steep rise over the period 

1960 to 1972, as recorded belowF^

TABLE 7

Overnight Stays on all NFP Sites in UK

1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954

c. 15,000 18,775 42,691 53,600 c.50,000 0.64,000 c.75,000

1960 1961 1963 1964 1969* 1970 1972

267,000 250,000 c.250,000 354,000 470,000 850,000 c. 1,000,000

* plus 300,000 under permit in the New Forest (Source: FC 10)

New charges were introduced at Glenmore in 1960, but the FC were 

determined that they were “not to be on the high side”. A holiday with a car and 

tent or a caravan would cost 4/- per night, or 24/- per week; a walker with a tent 

would pay 1/- per night or 6/- per week.^ Little is recorded of the type of visitor
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that used Glenmore NFP in the 1950s and 1960s, aside from the fact that it 

attracted youth organisations, school parties, families, and lone hill walkers. The 

FC appeared surprised in 1950 that Glenmore was drawing in mountaineers and 

winter sports enthusiasts and noted this down as “an interesting development’V® 

obviously unaware that the Glenmore and Cairngorm area had attracted 

recreational climbers from the 1880s, and even some skiers in the 1920s and 

1930s. It must not be forgotten that the NFP scheme was also a profit-making 

venture, and any success hinged on the number of visitors who came to stay. 

They came to Glenmore in their thousands after 1948, as the following table 

reveals:’̂

TABLES
Annual Visitor Totals (‘person-nights’) for all parts of Glenmore NFP 1948-1964

Year 1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953

Public Camping Ground 794 1,050 2J88 2,673 3X#5 5,175

Juvenile Camping Ground 261 472 772 1,707 1,098 L172

Norwegian Huts 1,500 1,650 3,517 3,720 5,625 5,551

Total :2^58 3,172 6,677 8,100 10,408 11,898

Year 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959

Public Camping Ground 5,464 13^#0 9,614 9,868 9,571 16,283

Juvenile Camping Ground 1,574 446 988 3,622 1,133 2,402

Norwegian Huts 6,784 7^W5 6^31 5,148 7JW8 6,509

Total 13,822 21,481 17,433 18,638 17,992 25,194

Year 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964

Public Camping Ground 16,272 14,468 17,225 35J51 51,613

Juvenile Camping Ground 1,002 1,043 653 2.858 2,362

Norwegian Huts 8,932 8,870 8,722 &208 7,743

Total 26,206 24,381 26,600 46,817 61,718

(Source: FC 9/2, FC 6-1)



249

It therefore seems odd that the FC did not appoint ‘Recreational Planning 

Officers’ to most regional offices (including Glemnore) until 1974,*° The FC 

were aware of the growing pressure placed on their NFPs by increasing visitor 

numbers, for they had predicted that the summer season of 1961 “would test the 

capacity of the sites to the utmost”, and that in Scotland it would soon have to 

be ordered that any caravan could only remain in a NFP for a maximum of 

fourteen days.**

In early December 1958, at a meeting of the Scottish NFP Advisory 

Committee in Edinburgh, some decisions were taken for the coming decades. 

The old Glenmore Lodge was to be turned over to the SYHA to develop, as 

their aims, “would be in accord with the general purpose for which the National 

Forest Parks were created”, reconfirming the purely recreational focus of 

Glenmore NFP at that time. It was agreed that a privately-run tea-room and 

shops might have to be provided or ‘allowed’ during the 1960s, but that no 

commercial development of hotel facilities would be tolerated within the park 

boundaries, to compete with the FC facilities.*^ At an Advisory Committee 

meeting in January 1960, with Glenmore NFP almost twelve years old, the FC 

was congratulated by Mr. Ferris of the STB, “for providing the National Forest 

Parks and for taking an active interest in their maintenance and development”. 

He was “confident that the facilities provided were much appreciated by those 

who used them”. Mrs. Robertson of the SRoWS drew the committee’s attention 

to a path inside the NFP, that the FC had erected a fence over, “which prevented
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the use of the path by pony trekkers”. John Walton tried to suggest that a small 

museum “of local geological, topographical and natural history interest” might 

be provided in all the NFPs, principally because he thought that, as they stood, 

the parks were just rural playgrounds and that “those using the Parks were 

largely ignorant of the work of the Commission and indeed of the Park areas 

generally”/^ His suggestion met with little support in 1960, although it is timely 

to record that almost all of Walton’s ideas would be incorporated in the new 

Visitor Centre at Glenmore opened on 12 April 1991 by Ian Grant, Chairman of 

the STB.®̂  In understanding from the outset (1936) that countryside recreation 

ran hand in hand with nature conservation interests and youth education, John 

Walton was a prophet ahead of his time.

Glenmore 1950-1980: The Future Plans?

Almost ten years into the life of Glenmore NFP, in February 1957, the NFP

Advisory Committee agreed that they should try to meet at least once a year to 

discuss Glenmore, but that they had achieved all their aims, and “there may not 

be any major developments to discuss”.®̂ The years from 1957 to 1967 may be 

classed as dead years. The Scottish NFP Progress Reports for Glenmore over 

that decade talk only of new stone block fireplaces (1960), increased toilet 

accommodation (June 1960), electric razor sockets (refused in 1961), new 

sewage works (1962), fire extinguishers, first aid boxes and an additional area 

for camping (1963, but hindered by bad weather).A lthough the FC did decide 

in December 1963 to approve a proposal that a planner should be engaged to 

advise on the future development of Glemnore,®  ̂ it is apparent that the FC had
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lost impetus and direction over the NFP issue. Indeed, they appeared hopelessly 

lost. A series of remarkably clueless letters passed between FC offices in 

London and Edinburgh in January 1966, after the Estate Management section of 

the FC in Edinburgh asked where the NFP idea had come from. L.H. Grinsted 

of the Secretariat, FC London, replied that “the extent of our knowledge” about 

NFPs, was that a committee was set up in “about 1935” [in fact, 1936] for 

Argyll, and that “in about 1946” this committee turned its attention to all of 

Scotland. That was all the information he could provide.®® The Edinburgh FC 

office knew no more, replying to Grinsted that “the only file in our possession 

is utterly silent on the question”, although they did correctly state that the first 

Scottish NFP Advisory Committee meeting was on 14 February 1946, but that 

“nothing is recorded on the constitution, terms of reference or tenure and 

termination of appointments”. It was a great mystery, especially as the 

committee did not meet over 1965.®̂  Out of such a muddle,' a new vision 

struggled to emerge.

In an internal report of December 1962 Public Relations and the Forestry 

Commission^ the FC accepted its need to be more accountable to the general 

public for the £12m that it annually received from the Exchequer, and that its 

services had to be “socially desirable, reasonably remunerative and efficiently 

executed”. They also accepted the inadequacy of their own public relations 

service, and asked how many Scottish MPs had toured NFPs and FC 

plantations: “We generally take the attitude — ‘well if they are interested, they 

will come to us’,” the report concluded.^® This was the first expression that the
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FC, especially in Scotland, were struggling to find a vision for the future, some 

new initiatives to break the stalemate and a better public image. The first six 

NFPs were in place by 1950, and covered 237,750 acres; three were in 

Scotland, one in Wales, one in England and one partly in Wales and England. 

The Annual Report for 1961, spoke of how the FC needed to take the broadest 

possible view of their responsibilities, recognising that although their “primary 

duty must be to establish and manage plantations effectively for the production 

of timber”, they must also make future plans for “improving and enlarging 

public opportunities for enjoyment” .̂ * To that end the Scottish NFP Advisory 

Committee did express “considerable disappointment” that plans to establish 

another NFP in Glencoe as a joint venture with the NTS (at a total cost of 

£50,000), with a £37,500 investment in a camping ground at Achnacon Farm, 

fell through in May 1969, when the HIDE pulled out o f the venture.^^

In June 1966, the Scottish National Committee of the FC considered one 

option before them: to focus resources better into favoured recreational 

projects, one of which was Glenmore. This committee visited Glenmore on a 

tour in early June, and met later in the High Range Hotel in Aviemore to mull 

over their £25,000 development proposal for the NFP, which appeared rather 

inadequate when other, “commercial interests were investing £4m in hotels 

primarily to enjoy the facilities now available in the Forest Park”.̂ " This was a 

critical time for the future of Glenmore. By the mid-1960s the Caimgonn 

mountains were being keenly exploited and appreciated as a recreational 

resource. The ski road from Coylumbridge, past Loch Morlich to the upper ski-
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slopes of Cairn Gorm had been built in 1960; through 1966/67 this road was 

widened to a two-lane highway. The hillwalker, climber, skier and naturalist 

were now joined by growing numbers of motorised tourists; Nigel Pears noted 

that 3.9m bus and coach tour passengers came to the Cairngorms in 1960; this 

had risen to 5.8m by 1963. On Easter Monday 1962, over 5,000 people were 

estimated to be on Caim Gorm alone.®'̂  The ski facilities, easier access, and a 

growing demand for leisure and recreational pursuits saw Glenmore NFP and 

the FC deeply involved in the Cairngorm tourist industry by 1966. The meeting 

in Aviemore in June 1966, decided on the following course of action, as money 

became available: to provide a warden’s hut and information centre, to 

construct a tea-room, to make general caravan and campsite improvements (the 

site was reorganised in 1968), to build more car parks, to improve the water and 

sewage infrastructure, to introduce limited sailing facilities on Loch Morlich, 

and to replace the Norwegian Huts with a new building (a Norwegian Hostel 

was opened in 1970 with room for around fifty people).^^

With this momentum, the Scottish National Committee held a meeting ‘to 

Review the Future Development of Glenmore Forest Park’ in April 1967; it was 

convened in Inverness, an important statement by the (more responsive) FC to 

local community and leisure interests. It was decided that “any development at 

Glenmore must be beyond reproach and that a fair amount of capital investment 

will be necessary”. Three phases of development were outlined, with the third 

phase crucially indicating that the FC were still willing “to react to changing 

circumstances”, in the face of further Cairngorm tourist development. The FC
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committee sought to support a village development at Glenmore, to remove 

Army personnel from public camp sites and to set up an Advisory Council of 

local representatives of interested groups. It was envisaged that Inverness 

County Council would take over the liability for existing water and drainage 

services, and that the SYHA would now take over and develop the Norwegian 

Huts.^  ̂One of the first alterations that the FC had to seek was a reduction in the 

speed limit in the NFP from 40 mph to 20 mph following the tragic death of a 

young boy on the Glenmore road in the summer of 1968.^ The Inverness 

meeting in 1967 seems to have been a small part of a FC attempt to refine and 

streamline their NFPs and the Commission’s role in recreational provision 

across the UK. In January 1968, the Scottish National Committee met to discuss 

a national memo, 91/67 ‘Public Recreation and the Forestry Commission’, 

where it was stated that although public recreation “must be regarded as 

important”, it would always come second to growing timber. From that premise, 

other conclusions were reached; that all development plans for NFPs should 

now be prepared in consultation with the Scottish Development Department 

and local authorities; that all types of shooting should be banned from NFPs; 

that commercial private developers should now be invited to investigate the 

possibility of holiday chalets in NFPs; and that (late in the day) nature 

conservation should be encouraged as “there is no doubt about the increasing 

importance of this work”.®̂ This redistribution of resources was evident in the 

Annual Report for 1969, which at last gave an indication of a structured future 

policy:
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“In general, the Commission intends in future to concentrate their 
available resources on recreational developments in areas where 
the greatest use will be made of them and where they will benefit 
the largest numbers of people”.

There was a new feel to this Annual Report. The FC seemed aware, as it 

entered the 1970s, that new forms of organised sport and recreation were 

jostling for position in NFPs and other Commission forests. The Report spoke 

of orienteering; approved motor car rallies with “large international entries and 

considerable numbers of spectators”; windsurfing was introduced on Loch 

Morlich in 1978. The FC also reflected on its considerable recreational 

portfolio across the UK, revealing that by Spring 1969 it had 8 organised camp 

sites with resident wardens (in season), 23 youth camp sites, 105 picnic areas, 

94 forest walks and 107 prepared car parks.Indeed , the 1970s would see a 

notable change in the way that the FC responded to the new recreational 

challenge. Instead of the FC providing facilities for leisure organisations to use, 

the organisations and sports bodies themselves began to make specific 

recreational requests of the FC, especially in the hosting of large mass 

participation sporting events. A Scottish Orienteering Association (SOA) was 

bom in June 1962 in Perthshire, and by 1963/64 it was making plans to hold 

orienteering instructors’ courses at Loch Morlich SYHA property; by 1980, an 

interest in ski-orienteering was dev e lop ing .T o  anticipate these coming 

changes, a new Conservation and Recreation Branch was set up at the FC in 

London, the Commission believing that their forests had a “greater capacity for 

absorbing recreation without impairing the environment, than other forms of
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land use”.'°‘ It does appear that the FC in Scotland were aware of the 

diversification of leisure pursuits on NFPs as early as 1961, their own Annual 

Report speaking of “sectional interests” such as pony trekking, orienteering (the 

SOA was yet to be founded!), natural history study groups and training for the 

Duke of Edinburgh award scheme; the Report also concluded that with the new 

ski road, “skiing at Glenmore has been embarrassingly popular”. A s  part of 

this restructuring programme the FC in Scotland revealed themselves to be 

willing to release unplantable land for profit or to allow further recreational 

development to occur under the auspices of another organisation. In 1954 at 

Glenmore, they sold 5,361 acres of mountain land to the Nature Conservancy 

for an undisclosed sum, the area including 56 acres of uneven aged Scots Pine 

and 809 acres of plantable land.^̂  ̂ In 1971, the Secretary of State for Scotland 

and the FC agreed on the transfer of almost 6,000 acres of land in the upper 

section of Glenmore NFP into HIDE control, with Clause 12 of the Feu Charter 

granted to the HIDE stating that, “the said disponee will be bound to agree to 

the area of ground being designated as lying within Glenmore Forest Park”; 

Clause 9 of the charter re-enforced people’s right to enjoy this land as they 

pleased, “to allow the public free access on foot to the said area of ground for 

the purposes of recreation”. R.D. Watson has provided compelling tabulated 

evidence that the resulting confusion as to whether the HIDE land was still a 

part of Glenmore NFP, has generated numerous contradictory statements in 

maps, guide books and commissioned reports from 1971 to 1991.*°'* It is 

interesting that the NC had to buy their share of the NFP in 1954, but the HIDE
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acquired their section by free transfer, perhaps reflecting relative indifference to 

nature conservation interests in the mid-1950s, although the Scottish Office 

may have dictated the terms.

In this period, the FC never really undertook any internal visitor 

management recreation surveys on their NFP properties. In 1968, W.E.S. Mutch 

published the results of his own investigations into recreational habits in state 

forests, which concluded that there were two distinct types of visitors; the first 

group wanted only the basic facilities provided, so as not to impinge on the 

wilderness quality of the forest; the second group demanded toilets, car parks 

and children’s play areas as a visible sign of their needs being catered fbr.'^  ̂

This second group were less keen to wander on waymarked trails or paths, and 

more often than not did not stray far from their car, or sought the sanctuary of a 

visitor centre, tea-room, or picnic site. In 1964, the FC in Scotland decided that 

in future years they would look to building more picnic sites “at those forests 

which are most visited by the public”, anticipating “an increasing demand for 

the facilities offered in the Forest Parks”. I t  was for the education of this 

second group of visitors that the FC opened a small visitor centre at Glenmore 

in 1971.

It was left to a geography student at the University of St. Andrews, Conal 

Ruddock (in July and August 1979), to conduct the most comprehensive visitor 

survey of the lower parts of Glenmore NFP over this period, concentrating most 

of his research in the Loch Morlich area. Ruddock concluded, after 

interviewing 239 groups of visitors, that the management policies at Glenmore
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were too passive, and that the FC were still reluctant to spend time and money 

on important recreational management projects; to raise revenue, Ruddock even 

suggested that a toll be introduced as visitors entered the park, which if levied 

in the 40p per adult range, could have raised as much as £100,000 each year “to 

fund a more intensive recreation management strategy”. Ruddock’s findings 

suggest that at Glemnore the FC entered the 1980s still with a great deal to 

learn about visitor management and the provision of recreation. As in the USA, 

Ruddock believed, “the public will have to become used to paying for such 

facilities” when on a day visit. In the Spring of 1980, the FC in Scotland 

issued an attractive leisure map detailing all of their NFPs, picnic sites (over 

450), car park viewpoints, campsites and forest trails, targeted at both the day- 

tripper and the holidaymaker. This map was part of a growing recognition 

within the FC in the late 1970s and 1980s of the importance of the day visitor to 

recreational forests, outside of the NFP holiday scheme. In March 1980, a 

public information booklet was launched, The Forestry Commission and 

Recreation as Policy and Procedure Paper No. 2. It spoke of a desire to continue 

to maintain the “special status” of the NFPs, but conceded that the main 

emphasis of the coming decade would be in the provision of facilities for day 

visitors: “those who want to spend a day in the country . . . they come mainly 

from towns, usually by car, and their principal requirement is for somewhere to 

park, to picnic and to walk for fairly short distances”. The recreational 

development remit of the 1980s would be focused on car parks, picnic places, 

viewpoints and short forest walks, “particularly where they are readily
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accessible to visitors from towns and holiday centres”. L a t e  in the day, as the 

fourth paper in this series, the FC published The Forestry Commission and 

Conservation (March 1980),"° in which a promise was made to safeguard FC 

woodlands as wildlife habitats, and to liaise with nature conservation 

organisations over special site designations in the coming years. In 1992, Forest 

Enterprise declared Glenmore a Caledonian Forest Reserve, 44 years after it 

had become a recreational playground. In an ambitious plan, a Regeneration 

Zone (̂ /g of the forest) has been identified where all the non-native conifers 

will be removed by 2000, and it is hoped that existing areas of natural Scots 

Pine will regenerate. In a Restoration Zone, the felling of other conifers will 

continue until 2034 in small areas chosen to improve the look of the forest, and 

to improve its value as a wildlife habitat; Forest Enterprise hope to plant local 

Scots Pine seedlings and some native deciduous trees to add variety in this 

scheme to manage the woodland in harmony with public recreation.

An Historical Perspective on Planting

The section above had ended on a positive note for the future, blending

nature conservation, forestry practice and recreation in the 1990s at Glenmore. 

This is, however, a new initiative; before becoming a NFP in 1948, Glenmore 

was viewed purely in terms of timber production. What has not been thoroughly 

investigated it to what extent this continued thereafter. In May 1952, the FC 

produced a ‘Forest Profile’ of Glenmore that, in the briefest possible terms, 

talked of an “extensive planting” regime with Scots Pine, Lodgepole Pine, 

Norway Spruce, Sitka Spruce, European Larch, Japanese Larch and Douglas
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Fir. By 1952, 2,476 acres were described as being “under tree crops”, and 824 

acres remained to be planted: most of the plantings were done at 

1,000/1,500 ft."' There was nothing controversial about the planting of these 

exotic alien conifers in the years from 1924 to 1933 (the first phase of planting 

at Glenmore) because there was no vocal environmental lobby in Scotland to 

protest about blanket afforestation, or the mixing of native and non-native trees; 

in England, however, particularly in the much-admired Wordsworthian Lake 

District, there had been anti-FC rhetoric over mass Sitka Spruce plantings from 

as early as the 1920s and on into the 1930s. Chris Smout has shown that the FC 

cared little for, indeed were openly hostile to, nature conservation interests in 

Scotland in the 1940s and 1950s, fearing the establishment of nature reserves 

and the subsequent sterilisation of the land.'" Donald Mackay has shown that to 

Roy Robinson, who single-handedly directed the course of British forestry for 

twenty-five years, “Scotland was a resource of planting land and not much 

more”."̂  Recreation managed to carve a niche for itself in post-war 

reconstruction, but nature conservation remained the enemy of the professional 

forester.

There had been considerable fellings at Glenmore during both World Wars. 

Henry Alexander in 1920, had bemoaned the loss of each Scots Pine at the 

hands of the Canadian Lumber Corps who had arrived in Glemnore in 

November 1916 and felled 50,000 trees in the Sluggan glen by Autumn 1917, 

and an additional 76,000 trees around Loch Morlich from July 1917 to 1919. 

Only the Duke of Richmond and Gordon’s intervention prevented a clean cut,
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and guaranteed that seed trees were left, “to secure natural regeneration of the 

forest”. D u r i n g  the Second World War, access to Glenmore forest was 

considerably improved with the building of new forest roads and the use of 

Bailey bridges, which would have eased the toil of the twenty men working as 

foresters there by May 1952 (living in six houses and a worker’s hostel). There 

was very little planting during the 1940s (some Sitka Spruce in 1941 and 1948 

only), and during the 1945-1950 period when the NFP was bom, giving an 

impression that recreational provision had won the day. Indeed, the Scottish 

Home Department in its ‘Programme of Highland Development’ published in 

1950, praised the visionary establishment of NFPs as part of a wider scheme by 

government to support and develop the Highland tourist economy. Glenmore 

NFP had been running just two years then.

A second wave of the planting of exotic conifers began in 1950 and ran on 

until 1973. In the 1960s, few in Scotland spoke out against the FC planting 

programmes, although WH. Murray in his influential report to the National 

Tmst for Scotland did criticise them at Glenmore for destroying the beauty of 

the landscape with their plantings, and for allowing the construction of the ski 

road through the forest in 1960 which made, “an ugly scar” on Cairn Gorm’s 

north face.**̂  This was 1961/62, but Murray was a minority voice of protest. It 

is also apparent from WH. Murray, and FC records, that over the 1950s the FC 

in Scotland tried to muscle in on the Caledonian pinewoods of Rothiemurchus, 

they themselves admitting that by 1959 there had been, “intermittent 

negotiations with the owner, Colonel Grant, to acquire areas but without
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success”. The FC seemed particularly interested in Rothiemurchus land to the 

south-east of Loch Morlich and on Pityoulish Hill, after the Spey Survey of 

1951 had shown to them only 6,448 acres of plantable land, which they hoped 

to boost by a second FC survey. Grant contended that the FC did not pay high 

enough rents for long leases; he would not consider an offer of less than 10/- an 

acre for plantable ground from the FC. W.H. Murray concluded that “a close 

watch on the actions of the Forestry Commission in this region of the 

Cairngorms is needed”. T h e  FC campaign to take control of the 

Rothiemurchus pinewoods for both felling and planting purposes comes from 

before the creation of the Cairngorms NNR in 1954; the FC tried to maintain 

this campaign in the late 1950s on land outside the NFP boundaries.

The planting of exotic conifers amongst Scots Pine dating from the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, ran on into the late 1980s, in direct 

contravention of accepted public wisdom that had come to see the Sitka Spruce 

plantation of the 1970s, and most certainly the 1980s, as an unacceptable blot 

on the Cairngorm landscape, A growing environmental awareness about the 

mixed planting of alien species and even non-native Scots Pine seed over the 

1970s was disregarded by the FC at Glenmore; indeed, the FC planted Sitka 

Spruce by the Glenmore road in 1984; around the campsite in 1986; but most 

remarkably, were still planting Sitka Spruce in 1989. To the list of alien species 

declared in 1952 as part of the planting regime. Western Hemlock and hybrid 

larch can now be added.”® It has led to what Jim Crumley has called 

“plantation-stifled Glenmore”.”  ̂ Basil Dunlop has revealed that although a
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scientific and spiritual appreciation of native woodlands was alive in the 1970s 

(indeed, it can in fact be traced back to the 1930s), it achieved far greater 

recognition in the early 1980s with the passing of the Wildlife and Countryside 

Act of 1981. A forestry company planted Lodgepole Pine at Abemethy in 1981, 

behaving with the same cavalier attitude in the search for financial gain, that 

the FC continued to display at Glenmore across the 1980s, indeed, past the 

1987 publication by the NCC of a national inventory of ancient, long- 

established and semi-natural woodland. In the Badenoch and Strathspey survey 

for that inventory, it was revealed that the “conversion to planting has caused 

the greatest loss of natural woodland this century”, with almost 42% of the 

woodland resource under exotic conifers.

The full story of the FC planting regime at Glenmore will probably never 

be known, especially in its controversial aspects. To the FC, recreation always 

came a distinct second behind the need to plant and fell trees, and nature 

conservation issues were not confronted until the late 1970s and 1980s, and 

then not always whole-heartedly.

The FC put much effort into providing forest recreation in Scotland from 

the mid-1930s onwards. In fact NFPs were being discussed in Scotland by the 

Association for the Preservation of Rural Scotland (APRS) in Edinburgh as 

early as the summer of 1929, at the same time as discussions over the creation 

of ‘a national trusf for Scotland, and a National Park for Scotland. At an APRS 

meeting in May 1929, Sir John Stirling-Maxwell asked members to note that 

the “hinterlands of the Forestry Commission’s properties” might be disposed of
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for the nation to enjoy, as the land “was of an un-plantable character”. R o g e r  

Muhl, Forest District Manager for Inverness, believes that the history of 

Glenmore up to 1970 was free from conflict and controversy, and in many 

instances he is correct. However, in an isolated piece of evidence relating to 

National Parks in Scotland, J. Stirling-Maxwell privately confessed to 

J.P. Grant of Rothiemurchus in March 1929 that “the Glenmore Forest brings us 

into constant collision with tourists and the net revenue is very small” . Indeed, 

he stated that the FC had actively sought a buyer for part of the forest in the late 

1920s and had agreed a price with Hamborough that included Glenmore Lodge 

in the deal, ostensibly because the whole shooting rent of around £900 was 

eaten up each year by costly repairs to the Lodge, rates, taxes and staff wages. 

The FC, he said, “has no hesitation whatever about selling superfluous land to 

private individuals . . .  we have . . . strong motive for wishing to sell 

unplantable land unless it brings in good revenue”. The sale to Hamborough 

fell through in 1929.̂ ^̂

Public conflict between nature conservation, recreation and forestry only 

came with the later ski-development, the transfer of the upper part of the NFP 

to HIDB control (who delayed until 1987 to produce a management plan for 

their new Cairngorm Estate), and has persisted as an awareness of nature 

conservation values in Scotland, particularly of native woodlands, has been 

r a i s e d . I n  the final analysis, Glenmore has given a great deal of enjoyment to 

thousands of people since 1948 in organised recreational provision, but this has 

been at a cost to the area’s flora and fauna quite apart from the damage to the
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native pinewood. Over the 1920s, the Greenshank had its largest breeding 

density in Strathspey on the shores of Loch Morlich; from 1949 to 1951, they 

had declined to four pairs; by 1963 there was just one pair. By the 1970s the 

Glenmore Greenshank population had collapsed. The FC did not even notice 

this.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE NATIONAL TRUST FOR SCOTLAND AND THE 
CAIRNGORMS 1935-1967

When the National Trust for Scotland (NTS), with the help of £10.277m 

from the National Heritage Memorial Fund, bought the Mar Lodge Estate from 

John Kluge in the spring of 1995, it was widely assumed that this was the first 

piece of property that the NTS had owned in the Cairngorm mountains.* Later 

that year all NTS members received a pamphlet explaining the nature of this, 

“unique addition to the variety of properties in the Trust’s portfolio”; the 

message to the members was that ownership of the Mar Lodge Estate would 

focus on conservation, informal access and enjoyment, and they were warned 

that this acquisition signified a new milestone of immense significance in the 

Trust’s history: “do not expect to find familiar facilities such as shops, 

restaurants or toilets”, they were told.^ A key historical point, deliberately or 

accidentally, was missing from this document; it concerns the NTS ownership 

of the White Lady Shieling on Cairn Gorm itself, from c. 1963-1967. The Trust 

had been property owners in the Cairngorms before. Indeed, in the mid-1960s 

the NTS had been inextricably linked to the future of mountain recreation, 

especially skiing, in the Cairngorms. The vision inherent in the Mar Lodge 

purchase of 1995 can perhaps atone for some of the ill-conceived objectives 

and priorities of the 1960s.
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The National Trust for Scotland for Places of Historic Interest or Natural 

Beauty was set up as a charitable trust with the power to hold land, buildings 

and chattels for the benefit of the nation, on May 1, 1931/ The initiative for 

setting up the Trust came from the Association for the Preservation of Rural 

Scotland (APRS), founded in 1927, which sought the creation of a land holding 

body for Scotland’s heritage. As with the English National Trust, established in 

1895, an Act of Parliament of 1938 gave the NTS Council the power to declare 

Trust property inalienable.'^

A Remnant of the Old Natural Forest

The NTS first showed an interest in the Cairngorms and native Scottish

woodland in 1935, when after liaison with the Royal Scottish Forestry Society

(RSFS), attempts were made to purchase a remnant of the Caledonian Pine

Forest to ensure its preservation. Much of the motivation behind this early and

unique attempt to protect what was regularly referred to as ‘Remnants of

Natural Forests’ in the ensuing search for a tract of woodland, seems to have

come ftrom R. Angus Galloway, Joint Secretary of the RSFS. As would happen

at White Lady Shieling in the 1960s, the purchasing power o f the NTS was

called into play by another organisation keen to direct operations. In 1935,

Galloway was keenly aware of the public image benefits that such a joint

scheme would offer both societies, informing the Secretary of the NTS that:

". . . this information will, I trust, enable you to assure your 
members that the matter is not being allowed to lapse and that we 
hope soon to be able to bring them a definite scheme”.̂
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By October 1936 the scheme was foundering upon the refusal of

landowners both in the Eastern and Western Highlands to release a section of

forest for this purpose. However, as early as October 1935 Galloway was on the

verge of conceding defeat:

“As you will remember, the Society had been endeavouring for 
some time to find a remnant of the old natural forest in Scotland 
which could be acquired by the National Trust with a view to its 
preservation. Proprietors in various parts of the country have been 
approached but none of them have been found willing to dispose 
of any of their natural woods and the Council have reluctantly 
come to the conclusion that it is not a practicable proposal. .

During the course of 1936 members of the RSFS enjoyed an illustrated

lecture (lantern slides) by Dr. E. Wyllie Fenton, of the Department of Botany of

the Edinburgh and East of Scotland College of Agriculture on the subject of

‘Surviving Remnants of the Old Scottish Forests’. Fenton carefully pointed out

that there were two distinct types of Old Caledonian Forests - the oak type

represented at Dalkeith, and the better known pine type in parts of the

Highlands; his slide show concentrated on the former. His presentation was a

plea for the need to preserve both types of forest in the light of recent research

which had revealed the changing face of the oak forests of Scotland.’ In

December of 1936, the venture brought in another organisation, the Forestry

Commission (FC), and seems to have been given a new lease of life, albeit

under the guidance of the FC and their priorities. A more upbeat Galloway

wrote to the NTS thus:

“The Forestry Commission have intimated that they are entirely 
sympathetic to the Society’s proposals that some remnants of the 
Natural Forests of Scotland should be retained in their original
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state, and they have already set aside an area of about 42 acres in 
Glenloy, near Fort William. In addition . . . they propose to select 
. . .  the Queen’s Forest (Glenmore). The remnants will be 
protected from grazing by game, domestic animals.”®

The alacrity with which the FC began to control and direct this scheme is 

shown by the fact that by the 18 December 1936 they had the following areas 

under consideration; Glenloy, Guisachan, Glenmore, Glen Garry and 

Achnashellach. They were though, firm in their conviction that they would not 

hand over any of these areas to the NTS, but Sir John Sutherland did concede 

the following:

“I will also suggest that a notice should be put up in the blocks 
making reference to the fact that each has been reserved at the 
instigation of the National Trust and of the Royal Scottish 
Forestry Society.”

Sutherland also asked his fellow Commissioners to prepare a short 

historical note about each area and to have all identified upon a plan. Thus, by 

the end of 1936 the original venture by the NTS and RSFS which, had it been 

able to stand alone could have offered to Scotland a remarkably unequalled 

concept of forest preservation in the 1930s, had been completely swamped 

under the financial and political might o f the Forestry Commission. Public had 

triumphed over private. The mindset of the Commission was predictable, for 

when discussing the areas selected, Sutherland spoke of how, “The stock of 

trees upon them will receive all proper attention henceforward”.̂

It is impossible to assess what the effect on the NTS council was regarding 

the loss of initiative over this novel joint scheme, but the organisation was not 

to enter the arena of landownership in the Caimgonus again until the early
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1960s, and only then after choosing to ignore the findings of a survey that they 

themselves had commissioned.

The Highland Landscape Survey

In June 1961, the distinguished mountaineer W.H. Murray was appointed

by the NTS to make a landscape survey of the Highlands, to identify areas of

outstanding natural beauty, to report on the distinguishing character of these

areas, and to assess change within them. The resulting publication of

April 1962, Highland Landscape - A Survey, must rate as one of the most

important reports that the NTS has commissioned, and the findings of the

survey form the basis of the National Scenic Areas today. The Chairman of the

NTS Council, the Earl of Wemyss and March, recognised the unique nature of

Murray’s remit and the enormous possibilities that could develop from the

survey’s findings:

“It is . . .  a report on a reconnaissance made with a deliberate 
object - to identify and describe the regions of supreme landscape 
value.

This is the first time that anyone has tried to evaluate the 
Highlands in terms of natural beauty or of scenic interest. It is 
agreeable to believe that in future the ‘Murrays’ will command as 
much attention and respect as the ‘Munroes’ and no able-bodied 
person - resident or visitor - will be content until he or she has 
penetrated every one.”“

Here in this last remark can be seen the roots of a distinct polarisation of 

the views of Bill Murray and the NTS Council that commissioned his survey. 

The Earl of Wemyss and March saw the finished document as a type of 

recreational guide to the Highland counties and, indeed, used the word guide in
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his foreword, alongside suggestions for the ‘listing’ of landscape and the 

creation of an authority to care for landscape, bringing in a code of standards 

for landscape management and to arbitrate in all ‘economic’ versus ‘amenity’ 

debates, Murray saw his remit in a different light. He chose to concentrate the 

bulk of his efforts into identifying degrees of impairment to scenic beauty and 

degrees of threat to certain landscapes, a point he eloquently expanded upon in 

his conclusion:

“The ugliness that has grown up in so many of our towns arrived 
there insidiously, creeping in by degrees through lack of over-all 
direction, foresight, or control. The same situation is arising in the 
Scottish Highlands. The outstanding beauty of the Highland 
scene, which is one of the nation’s great natural assets, has been 
haphazardly expended and no account kept. The wasting away of 
this asset is bound to continue and to accelerate ..

In Survey No. 14 in the book, Murray addressed the landscape of ‘The 

Cairngorms And The Forests of Rothiemurchus, Upper Glen Feshie, And Mar’, 

although speaking of the mountains themselves he did admit, “their appeal is 

not an obvious one”, but conceded they held a distinctive quality at least; 

“a majesty great enough to cast a spell on man’s mind”. In a succinct four-page 

synopsis of the state of the Cairngorms as he found them in 1961/2, Murray’s 

description took in the “sense of loneliness” of Loch Avon; the richness of the 

area’s avifauna; the “unmitigated wildness” of Upper Glen Feshie; the 

“singular loveliness” of Rothiemurchus; and the “scene of devastation, like a 

World War I battlefield” where the Forestry Commission had ploughed for the 

planting of conifers around Glen More and in Lower Glen Feshie.'^
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Moving on from mere description, Murray’s survey revealed that the face 

of the Scottish Highlands was changing greatly, and in his view the blame for 

this fell at the feet of the Forestry Commission and the North of Scotland 

Hydro-Electric Board; “it has not yet been possible to improve on nature”, a n d  

to a lesser degree those responsible for the development o f recreational use of 

land; private landowners, county councils, local authorities, and local 

industries. The Cairngorms survey revealed to Murray that the region should be 

included in two of his ‘assessment of change’ landscape categories, namely:

1. Impairment of regions not disfigured within themselves but in their 
immediate approaches.

2. Regions threatened with possible further impairment.

It is indeed ironic that only three months after Murray offered these

warnings regarding the Cairngorms on behalf of the NTS, they should become 

involved in a scheme with the Cairngorm Trust to redefine the recreational 

potential of the White Lady Shieling, and thus threaten the region with 

‘possible further impairment’ of landscape beauty. That the NTS Council could 

choose to ignore Murray’s conclusions, particularly with reference to the 

Cairngorms, is surprising in itself; that they should do so in such a short space 

of time seems to negate the whole spirit of the original commission in 1961. 

Murray had this to say, regarding the new access road that had been driven from 

Glen More into Coire Cas on Cairn Gorm itself: “This road makes an ugly scar 

on the mountain’s north face”.̂ ^
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Soon this ‘Murray’ would be well and truly penetrated, and it would be 

accomplished with the financial clout of the NTS, and with the successful 

lobbying of a group of recreationalists on the Council.

A Tale of Two Trusts

The trust deed for the Cairngorm Trust was drafted on 13 July 1960, and

signed on 9 September later that year. The Cairngorm Trust had been set up by 

George Boyd Anderson, in the words of J.C. Stormonth Darling, Secretary and 

Treasurer of the NTS, “one far-sighted public spirited benefactor”, a n d  the 

Trust was to always stand independently from the Cairngorm Winter Sports 

Development Board (CWSDB) which had been bom in April 1957, taking over 

the remit of its foremnner, the Cairngorm Winter Sports Development 

Association (CWSDA) which had its origins in Nethybridge in March 1956.̂ ®

The expansive trust deed document for the Cairngorm Trust offers the

following declarations of intent, although it must be stressed that the Trust was

recognised as a charity, and as such could only operate within strict financial

boundaries. The drive of George Boyd Anderson seems to straddle every page

of the document:

“I, George Boyd Anderson . . . after consultation and agreement 
with the Cairngorms Winter Sports Development Board Limited, 
and being mindful of the need to provide shelter especially during 
blizzards for the large numbers of the public likely to be attracted 
by the Cairngorm Chairlift to this remote and exposed mountain 
area, am desirous of setting in manner underwritten a fund . . .  for 
the purpose . . .  of constructing, maintaining and supplying 
services to a building at the foot of the White Lady Corrie in the 
Cairngorm Mountains . . .  for the shelter and use of skiers, 
climbers, hill walkers and other members of the public . . . and do 
hereby give, grant and assign in perpetuity a sum of £100 . . . ”
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The following Trustees are identified in the document and they are to be in

receipt of the donations from Anderson:

Colonel John Peter Grant, Younger of Rothiemurchus.
Archibald Dunlop Scott of Dulnain Bridge.
Lionel Rusk Sprot Mackenzie of Edinburgh,
Richard Oliver MacMahon Williams of Edinburgh.
William Ross McLean of Edinburgh.
Edward Bimie Reid of Aberdeen.
David Jamieson of Dundee.
J. Douglas Cochrane of Edinburgh.

By late 1963 it would become an issue for both the NTS and the Cairngorm 

Trust that only Grant and Scott lived within the region, while the other 

designated Trustees resided many miles from the focus of their charitable 

endeavour.

The rest of the document focuses upon the individual wishes of Anderson 

for the deployment of trust fund money, and addresses a wide range of issues 

and legal requirements. The individual Trustees were, however, given absolute 

discretion in all matters of proposed development but they were urged to 

consult regularly with the CWSDB. Looking beyond some of the lengthy 

financial clauses which allowed for the payment of expenses generated by the 

administering of the Trust, and for the receiving of voluntary contributions and 

donations to the Trust, some fmn idea of the Trust’s actual intentions can be 

grasped.

One of the ‘proposed purposes’ outlined, urged the:

“. . . erecting on a site already levelled for the purpose at the foot 
of the said White Lady Corrie such building or buildings as shall 
in the opinion of the Trustees be suitable for the purposes 
aforementioned. ”



285

This clause also went a little further in the development stakes and 

suggested:

. . if funds permit, in erecting in the Cairngorms other buildings 
or shelters for the benefit of skiers, climbers, hill walkers . . . and 
in erecting snow fences.”

Anderson did give the Trustees the ability to fix a charge for entry and use 

of the White Lady Shieling, principally to meet maintenance costs, but his own 

wish was this:

. , that the facilities provided by the White Lady Shieling and 
other buildings be available to all members of the public at the 
minimum cost.”

Anderson was apparently a great believer in the social benefit of energetic

recreation in a mountainous area, and as such he hoped his financial generosity

in creating his own Trust could meet that goal. Certainly, the final clause in his

draft document captures that campaigning view of recreation:

‘T he Trustees shall hold the White Lady Shieling upon trust . . . 
to be used at such times . . .  by skiers, climbers, hill walkers . . . 
enjoying healthy recreation in the Cairngorm mountains.”^̂

No information exists as to the early financial health of the Cairngorm 

Trust, but the construction of a building, known as the Shieling, did take place 

beginning in May 1961, and was probably funded entirely by money donated by 

Anderson. A Cairngorm Trust financial memorandum for May 1962 reveals the 

following. Total donations and interest accumulated by the Trust were £18,171- 

1-4. Payments regarding the Shieling were: to Wm. Bain and Co., £13,000; 

Electrician £713-19-0; Legal Expenses £29-18-11. The balance in hand was 

£4,427-3-5. The most revealing aspect of this financial evidence is that a hand
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written note is included at the bottom which offers some sense of the 

impending financial demands that would draw in the NTS; it says simply, 

“£3,000 essential and £3,000 desirable?” '̂̂

No evidence exists as to which of the two Trusts first approached the other 

regarding the joint venture of developing the White Lady Shieling into an, 

“indispensable adjunct to the CWSDB’s activities because it provides the 

shelter, which any exposed chairlift in Scotland requires”3̂  However, the first 

documented contact between the NTS and Cairngorm Trust, and thus the 

precursor to the NTS’s full involvement in the project, stemmed from a 

donation by the NTS of £500, an idea first suggested in July 1962 by Stormonth 

Darling:

“Just to confirm, re. the Trust’s donation of £500 to the 
Cairngorm Trust for the White Lady Sheiling. Mr. Boyd 
Anderson wisely suggested that the Trust’s donation might be 
devoted towards equipping the two rooms for the person 
employed to look after the building. I hope that we might also be 
able to supply the tables and chairs.

Whether this sum of £500 was indeed, a freely-given donation, or one that

was urged upon the NTS by its Council and Executive Committee, remains a

mystery, but the matter was further discussed in July and the NTS slowly

became more and more involved:

“. . .  the present proposal from the Executive here is that the Trust 
might produce £500 towards the White Lady Sheiling out of a 
special Baird Trust to which the Trust fell heir recently. It would 
be a very popular move I know, if you would consent to join the 
Cairngorm Trustees as a representative of NTS.
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In late summer 1962 the NTS was given to caution in its dealings with 

Anderson and the Caimgonn Trust. It had secured the appointment of 

A. Harrison as a Trustee and thus its representative on the Trust, and 

endeavoured to ensure that the £500 was spent on the furniture of the Shieling 

building, in line with popular perception of the role of the NTS. The intrinsic 

value and radical nature of the Murray Landscape survey earlier in the year, had 

not pervaded the higher echelons of the NTS; buildings were the priority, then 

people and their comfort. Stormonth Darling wrote to Anderson in Edinburgh 

thus:

“Would it appeal to you if we started using the Trust donation in 
equipping the restaurant upstairs with tables, chairs . ..

I should very much like to see furniture of a very high order 
produced by the Trust, with a plaque to this effect on the wall at 
some conspicuous place near the top of the stairs. This would be 
good publicity for the Trust.” '̂̂

Debate then ensued between these two men over the issue of a resident

caretaker for the Shieling building; Anderson, keen to keep the project rolling,

replied to Stormonth Darling the very same day and in a curt letter explained:

“The policy to employ a resident caretaker as soon as possible is 
definite.

Anything the Nat. Trust can do for the Shieling will be most 
welcome.

But we must have a caretaker before we have good furniture!”-̂

The first inkling the Trust had that it was possibly linked with the scheme a

little deeper than it had perhaps envisaged, seems to have arisen in late August 

1962. The initial reaction to this, it appears, was hesitancy, but by
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December 1962 a change of mindset had occurred in the highest ranks of the

NTS Executive, and recreational provision was to win the day. On 23 August

Stormonth Darling wrote to Lord Cameron, communicating his sense of

indecision over the future NTS role in the Cairngorms:

“I understand that you are to take the Highland Panel on an 
expedition to Cairngorm on Friday August 3

The Trust has been asked to accept a veiy large measure of 
responsibility for the White Lady Shieling. We had already agreed 
to make a contribution towards the cost of furnishing the 
building, but a suggestion reached us yesterday which might 
result in our taking the place over entirely. This, of course, raises 
numerous issues, external as well as domestic . . .

I do not know your own thought or that of the Panel on 
development in general in that area . .

Stormonth Darling was to journey north in the company of the NTS’s 

principal adviser on landscape, Sir Robert Russell, and both were to meet with 

the Highland Panel on Caim Gorm.^’

Their Common and Most Enterprising Venture”

No evidence remains of the events of that day, the 31* August 1962 on

Caim Gorm, but the decisions taken there, fundamentally altered the thoughts 

of the NTS Executive towards the recreational potential of the mountain. On 

that day the pendulum swung decisively against the warnings of W.H. Murray. 

In November, Stormonth Darling wrote to L.R.S. Mackenzie, the Secretary of 

the Cairngorm Tmst to tell him o f a decision by the NTS Executive Committee 

to authorise a further financial donation, “an extraordinary grant of £500 

towards the expenses of employing a caretaker at the White Lady Shieling . .
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»28 This decision had been taken after urgent informed discussions with the 

Scottish Office, CWSDB and the Cairngorm Trust at this “critical stage" 

A..C. Carter was employed as custodian of the Shieling at a salary of £8-10-0 

per week. From 1 May 1964 Carter received £1,100 per annum joint salary with 

his wife, £600 to Mr., £500 to Mrs.

A new sense of freedom seemed to permeate both the Trusts, who were 

now quite emphatic in their sense of direction, as can be seen from a round of 

congratulatory letters which circulated amongst Stormonth Darling and the 

Cairngorm Trust in November and December. First, Stormonth Darling wrote to 

A.D. Scott:

‘T do sincerely hope that the Trust’s contribution here will help all 
parties in their common and most enterprising venture . . .

You are certainly leading perhaps the most important movement 
out of doors in Scotland at this moment.

I hope that this early winter is going to prove ‘good for trade’ on 
Cairngorm. .

Scott then replied with a letter which spoke highly of Stormonth Darling’s 

personal role in altering the mindset of the NTS. They now stood for 

something!

“May I reciprocate by congratulating you on converting the 
National Trust from being a somewhat passive organisation, into 
a very active one ..

Stormonth Darling, no doubt pleased, was now willing fully to commit the

NTS to the development of Cairn Gorm:

“It is quite wonderful the work which you are doing on 
Cairngorm and I can only tell you again that the Trust is right 
behind your efforts and will do all that it can to help.’’̂ ^
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Having offered the Cairngorm Trust a ‘blank cheque’ of support,

Stormonth Darling drew the attention of the initial benefactor of the Cairngonn

Trust to the economic advantage that could accrue for all organisations

involved. “The proposed development at Aviemore will help to stimulate

‘trade’ at the Chairlift!” he exclaimed to G. Boyd Anderson.^^ NTS ownership

of the White Lady Shieling was slowly becoming inevitable; it would, however,

take another year of the most protracted debate over straightforward issues, for

this to occur. This is surprising, when one considers the degree to which the

NTS was now fully linked to the Cairngorm project, as shown by their

willingness to divert Cross Trust fund money from its intended use on Ben

Lawers into the hands of the Cairngorm Trust. In the annual Report of 1962 to

the Cross Trust benefactor. Sir Alexander Cross, Stormonth Darling drew his

attention to the, “Cairngorm Trustees valiant efforts” to establish shelter next

door to the chairlift, and also took the opportunity to offer his vision for the

future on Cairn Gorm. The Report began thus:

“You and your co-trustees very kindly gave to us here for use on 
Ben Lawers £5000 and this was for the purpose of improving the 
arrangements at the hut on Lawers for the comfort and 
convenience of skiers, walkers, climbers, botanists and Youth 
Hostellers. You then gave permission for this to be switched into 
the hands of the Cairngorm Trustees for the White Lady Shieling, 
which had otherwise been largely financed by a benefactor with 
whom we are now closely in touch over future plans for the 
shieling.”

One gets the sense here that the ‘opening up’ of Ben Lawers was far less 

important than the development of Cairn Gorm to Stormonth Darling and the 

NTS Executive. Recreational development in the Cairngorms was very much in
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the public eye, and good positive publicity meant new members, which 

guaranteed full coffers:

. . this year some semblance of organisation which could grow 
into something really efficient and of service to the thousands 
who are now going to Cairngorm. There is no doubt about it that 
an enormous amount of pleasure is being given to people through 
the initiative taken and generosity of so many."

This Report also chose to speculate on the role of the newly-appointed

custodian, Andrew Carter:

“What we hope will now emerge and it will depend very much on 
the man . . .  we hope that he will become a centre of information 
about conditions on the hill . . .  he might also become a barrier 
beyond which many ought not to pass who appear to him quite 
obviously untrained and ill equipped for the hill."̂ "̂

Carter would complain in early 1963 to the Cairngorm Trustees that he was 

continually being pestered for plasters for cuts, postcards and souvenirs! Much 

of that year would be spent trying to define his role on the mountain. Was he a 

warden or a guide?^^ By the end of January 1963 a sign had been drafted which 

would be deployed as a public relations tool at various points on the Shieling; it 

identified the nature of the joint venture between the Cairngorm Trust and the 

NTS, and also praised the role of the Forestry Commission and Inverness 

County Council, all of whom wished, “to see Cairngorm become an even more 

popular centre for recreation of all kinds”. Visitors were urged to make a 

financial contribution. Donation forms were attached to the signs in the Spring. 

Carter and his wife were now to collect all financial contributions made on 

site.^  ̂ January also saw Carter’s duties defined, interestingly enough, by the 

NTS Executive, who saw themselves as sole employers of this custodian. In
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what was an exhaustive list of job expectations, ranging from building 

maintenance, through information services, to discipline on the hill, Carter was 

also urged to single-handedly prevent litter; control queues; clear snow; clean 

toilets; answer telephone enquiries and, “impress on all persons the danger to 

which they may expose themselves and their rescuers through a lack of 

knowledge in the hills and the weather”.”

In what would be a further strong sign of their increasing commitment on 

Cairn Gorm, the NTS Executive reported the initiation of a special Cairngorm 

Fund, established by an anonymous donation of £457 in Januaiy 1963. Late in 

the month (25*-27*) the Executive visited Cairn Gorm on their way up to 

Inverness, Kintail and Inverewe; the subject for consideration during these days 

being, “the part the Trust should play in the Cairngorms”.̂ * That role had been 

predetermined for them by the Cairngorm Trust with the assistance of NTS 

officials, months before in 1962; it would be ownership of the White Lady 

Shieling and 1963 was a year of bureaucratic to-ing and fro-ing.

The first communiqué of the year between Stormonth Darling and 

Anderson was inauspicious to say the least: “I feel the whole Cairngorms 

project is at a stage when, perhaps inevitably, it lacks energy and drive”.

Anderson goes on to explain that A.D. Scott had very recently suggested 

that the NTS assume full control of the Shieling, and that this had generated a 

hostile reaction from the Secretary of the Cairngorm Trust, L.R.S. Mackenzie: 

“All I meant to do was warn you that his first reaction was not as enthusiastic as 

I expected. But Archie actually suggested i t . . .”
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Archie Scott had only articulated what most involved in the venture were 

privately thinking. Indeed, rather symbolically, the letter went on to authorise a 

new task for Andrew Carter at the Shieling - the distribution and sale of NTS 

literature and the determined enrolling of new members.

The visit of the NTS Executive to Cairn Goim in late January 1963 was

seen as a chance for them to link up with the Cairngorm Trustees on site;

good-natured debate ensued;

“It was interesting and enjoyable and I hope that in the near future 
we can make some permanent arrangement regarding the 
Shieling. There are too many cooks at the moment, and it is time 
a professional body took charge, and I can’t see why this 
shouldn’t be you.

Thank Robin Prentice, particularly as he looked after me very 
well, and on my suggestions ‘What the National Trust could do 
on Cairngorm’, in every direction said no so charmingly and 
tactfully.

Later in the month, Anderson sought to play upon the patriotism of the 

NTS, with an impassioned call to arms, albeit financial: “What we want is what 

is best for Scotland. My own opinion is that that means the Nat. Trust owning 

the Shieling

By July 1963, the pressure of the invitation to ownership from the 

Cairngorm Trust upon the NTS, was beginning to show. Stormonth Darling sent 

a confidential note around the NTS Executive tagged to the end of a letter he 

had written to the Scottish Development Department (SDD). The letter spoke of 

the NTS being worried over its future relationship with the SDD, Inverness 

County Council, the Forestry Commission, the Scottish Council of Physical
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Recreation (SCPR), the CWSDB and the Scottish Tourist Board should the 

Trust’s acquisition of the Shieling force it to stand alone. More real concerns 

were raised in the internally circulated note:

1. Poor relations existed between the Cairngorm Tmst and CWSDB. Would 
the NTS be able to win the confidence of the CWSDB?

2. Would the NTS be assured of unanimous support from all organisations 
with an interest in the region?

3. Only if the Trust did take over, would a further £10,000 be given by two 
benefactors who had made this a prerequisite to their donations, and thus 
any outstanding work on the Shieling could be completed.

4. It was not good enough for the NTS to act only on the whims of the 
Cairngorm Trust.

Stormonth Darling chose also to identify some positive points of the Trust

taking over the Shieling, namely; that the entire operation would become more

efficient; that the Shieling could fit in excellently with a chain link of other

Trust centres allowing the visitor to leapfrog from, “one efficiently run centre to

another . . .  an important part of touring in Scotland”; and that the, “whole

Cairngorm ploy from Speyside to Deeside is linked up with mutually

supporting facilities”, one of which could be the Shieling.''^

At no stage in this debate were the views of the NTS membership sought or

considered, and only when the deal looked signed and delivered in

October 1963, did Admiral Sir Angus Cunninghame Graham raise this rather

crucial but much avoided issue:

“If we are to put money, extra staff, the Secretary’s and the 
Executive’s time into this project are we convinced that this is 
what our members who have subscribed to preserve Scotland’s 
Heritage, would really approve of.”'‘̂
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Cunninghame Graham seemed rather a voice in the wilderness in late 1963 

within the NTS Executive, or else few others seemed willing to speak out 

against the oligarchical control of Stormonth Darling and the policy-making 

g r o u p H e  was given no reply.

“Out of the Hands of Amateurs into Professional Hands ,.

The second half of 1963 saw hectic negotiations that were aimed at the

eventual NTS take-over of the Shieling; a number of organisations were

involved in the build-up of concerted pressure upon the NTS Executive.

Douglas Cochrane of the Cairngorm Trust, spoke for many in his July letter to

Stormonth Darling, declaring; “As you know I treat Cairngorm as a playing

field, the game being skiing and mountaineering”. The future of recreational

provision in the area must rest in NTS hands, he urged:

“It is essential to have projects such as those on Cairngorm in 
professional (not commercial) hands . . . knowing this and 
believing that the Cairngorm project should be gotten out of the 
hands of amateurs into professional hands, I look around and who 
is there.”

Cochrane’s short list of potential owners of the Shieling considered that the 

CWSDB were:

“. . . a body of men no more strongly tied together than the 
Shieling Trustees . . .  not permanent enough or of sufficient 
influence . . .  by their very nature parochial.”

The SCPR were also dismissed. Inevitably, he concluded thus:

“At the moment, I can see no further than or past the NTS, 
because you have the professional know how where land is 
concerned (that envisages buildings), and are a body which is 
most likely to attract funds toward the completion and 
maintenance of the Shieling. We are not offering you a white
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elephant, but a venture which has proven itself worthwhile, even 
essential, on our hills. It may be that you would be only caretakers 
for a while . .

As a backdrop to the diplomatic machinations over the future of the 

White Lady Shieling, the continued rapid development of Aviemore and its 

environs ran on apace. Landholding individuals, organisations or trusts in the 

Cairngorms in the early 1960s, had to be aware of the implications of 

accelerated tourist provision, possible future ski uplift developments on Cairn 

Gorm, the improvement of the regional infrastructure (especially roads), the 

proposed Hotel development at Coylumbridge and the sheer number of visitors 

that would continue to be attracted to the area. Although caution was a byword 

in all land transfer deals, this was a very exciting time for many involved in the 

tourist or recreational industries. All tried to predict what the overall plan for 

the area might be [see Chapter Six].

The NTS had to overcome one final hurdle in late 1963, and that would

revolve around the legality of the Trust’s acquisition of the Shieling. Stormonth

Darling sought an answer from L.R.S. Mackenzie:

“Can you please let me know what is the legal position of the 
shieling as between your Trust and the CWSDB, and indeed, how 
the Board stands in relation to the Forestry Commission, who, I 
believe, are the owners of the ground.”"*̂

The reply that Mackenzie offered was that the CWSDB had secured a 

99-year lease from the Secretary of State for Scotland, which guaranteed skiing 

rights including rights to erect skilifts and huts, all centred in an area above the 

tree line of Glenmore Forest up to the march across the top of Cairngorm.
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Subsequently, the CWSDB, "had mandated verbally the right to the Cairngorm 

Trust to build ‘The Shieling’ In his opinion, “this tenuous form of 

ownership”, would generate no trouble, “as we are all on excellent terms with 

the Forestry Commission”. The National Forest Park status of Glenmore should 

not present an obstacle either, for it was, “presumably for the benefit of the 

nation and therefore not alienable to individual interests”. Two financial 

statements of a wildly differing nature, concluded the note. Mackenzie valued 

the Shieling and its ground at £25,000; he then added that the donation box had 

taken £175 in the last yean^

The Forestry Commission did not have any objections to NTS ownership,

as the SDD found out on behalf of the NTS:

“. . . has been in touch with the FC about the White Lady 
Shieling. If  the Trust took it over there would be no difficulty 
about giving security of tenure or an extension. FC would 
welcome the Trust taking it over!”'̂®

A meeting was convened in late October upon the future of the White Lady 

Shieling. It was held at NTS headquarters in Edinburgh and attended by 

representatives of the Cairngorm Trust, the CWSDB, FC, SDD, SCPR and the 

Nature Conservancy. NTS ownership was mapped out at this meeting.'^  ̂ The 

Scottish Mountaineering Club and the Association of Scottish Climbing Clubs 

offered their full support to the NTS in November.

The NTS executive minutes of 11 December 1963 signalled an end to the 

protracted negotiations over the Shieling, as they agreed:
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. . to  recommend to the Council that the Trust should accept 
ownership of the White Lady Shieling on Cairngorm with effect 
from 1 May 1964, the property to be held alienably.” °̂

The matter had been resolved at last, and the NTS could now buckle down

to the task of landownership in the Cairngorms. The relief was palpable:

"So that is that - we have certainly given your proposition full 
consideration and thought, and you have been most patient.

The Nimlin Report

Prior to the NTS taking ownership of the Shieling on 1 May 1964, they

despatched their principal Field Officer, J.B. Nimlin to the slopes of Cairn 

Gorm to assess the nature of their acquisition. His subsequent report of August 

1963 offers a first-hand insight into the level o f environmental degradation 

already occurring on that mountain in the early 1960s, and should have stood as 

a warning to the NTS that their role as custodians needed to be well thought 

out. Nimlin’s report spoke of the need for a litter bin, and for the public to be 

aware that the Shieling was, indeed, a public building for their use, observing 

that, “they often huddle under the eaves in showery weather. Some are under 

the impression that they are obliged to buy a meal as a condition of entry”. It 

also went on to stress the need for environmental education, as Nimlin observed 

visitors returning from the hills with clumps of moss-campion: “They are 

probably unaware that this is a fairly rare plant outside of this area . . . and that 

it doesn’t take to transplantation at sea level”. However, the bulk of his report 

(Section 4) considered the visual impact of the skiing industry and 

infrastructure on Cairn Gorm. He had this to say of the Coire Cas road:
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“These operations will add to the scars which mar the view from 
Rothiemurchus. The road cutting has left the worse scars. The 
chairlift people are concerned about this marring 6f the 
landscape, but at present their personnel are busy adding to the 
scars.”

Concluding that it was correct for, “some amenity-conscious body”, like the 

NTS to be considering acquiring the Shieling, Nimlin sought from his 

employers a reassurance that they would, “watch this expansion, with its 

inherent threats to the flora, fauna and scenery”.̂  ̂ NTS ownership of the 

Shieling would fall short o f Nimlin’s expectations, and sought not to address 

any of these issues. Rather, the NTS chose to involve themselves in a series of 

legal, political and personal altercations, that effectively precluded any 

enlightened management proposals for the Shieling that may have developed.

Nimlin joined W.H. Murray as a voice in the wilderness.

The Years of Ownership 1964-67

For much of 1964, the fabric of the Shieling building itself was the focus of

NTS attention, but not in the manner that the ski writer V.A. Firsoff had |
I
I

predicted when he stated that, “the National Trust for Scotland intends to 

complete and extend The Shieling”.̂  ̂All plans for development were shelved, 

when in November 1964, engineers reported that the first floor o f the Shieling 

was, “entirely unsatisfactory”. Proposals to fix the structural problem were 

estimated at £ 2 0 ,0 0 0 Cheaper options of rudimentary propping at £400 or 

steel beaming at £1,000 were also proposed, especially when the real problem 

was exposed; that the first floor of the Shieling would not carry a load of 

100 Ibs/sq. ft. and that a limit of 200 people must be made on the building.^^
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There was only one option left to the NTS and that was to close the Shieling, in 

the midst of the winter ski season, a matter they chose to announce to the public 

via a Press Release, adding that, "the inconvenience which this may cause is 

regretted"/"^ A legal and financial dispute then began with the original 

contractors, William Bain and Co. Ltd. of Coatbridge, that was to drag on until 

November 1966 and was still being discussed as late as October 1968. The 

contractors were eventually to accept full liability and were to bear the whole 

cost of the work, but NTS lawyers then sought to recover the loss of catering 

profits arising from the temporary closure of the Shieling. It was to be the first 

of many distractions that the NTS would encounter in their ownership of the 

Shieling and did not bode well for the future.

One necessary success of 1964 was the restructuring of the Cairngorm 

Trust that took place in June. The NTS, the Earl of Wemyss and March and 

J.C. Stormonth Darling all became Cairngorm Trustees and almost immediately, 

the original Trustees resigned office thus handing over full control to the NTS, 

and proffering even greater management powers upon the named individuals.^^

The financial limitations of the NTS on Cairn Gorm were openly revealed 

in 1965, when they could only boast that Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the expansion 

process was completed; the first phase being the establishment of a small buffet 

in the main hall at ground floor level; the second phase being the modernisation 

of the Restaurant, and the establishment of an NTS Information Centre. A 

Deputy Warden had been appointed in December 1964. It was obviously a 

profitable venture, as between I May 1964 and 31 January 1965 over 36,000
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people spent an average of 3 shillings t h e r e I t  was just in the wrong hands, as

would become clearer in late 1965. Proposed extension plans in April of 1965,

costing around £23,000 in addition to the £10,000 spent in 1964, focused upon

these areas; Shelter, Information Services and Club Quarters for Scottish Ski

Clubs. The financial burden of this building was beginning to show, as

A.C. Laing, the NTS Treasurer explained:

“With the completion of the improvements carried out in 1964, 
the NTS has no further capital funds available for extension and 
is relying wholly on catering profits to maintain the building and 
to continue the employment as wardens of Mr. And Mrs. Andrew 
Carter.”^̂

Certainly 1965 was a year of small steps forward. The early months of year

saw the installation of turnstiles as a priority and the sending out of specimen

menus with prices to all Scottish Ski Clubs to encourage their patronage of the

building. Royal recognition of the Trust’s endeavours came on 1 May when

Lord and Lady Doune escorted Princess Margaret and Lord Snowdon around

the Shieling and offered them luncheon there. NTS officials met The Duke of

Edinburgh on his visit to Coylumbridge on 26 November 1965. All support and

publicity was welcome.^ Complaints from the general public did occur, but

then it would appear as if some people could never be satisfied!

“. . . first, the Shieling does not open early enough in the morning 
for the service of coffee. This detracts from the value of the place 
. . .  I m yself. . .  feel that the coffee served is frankly tasteless.”*̂'

The matter o f catering provision was one that would dog the NTS 

throughout much of 1965; there was concern that the demands of providing 

good quality food to a growing body of visitors was detracting from the Trust’s
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perceived role on the mountain; that of offering reception, information and 

guidance services for those making their way to the Cairngorm plateau all year 

round. A decision was taken in late August 1965 to advertise the lease of the 

White Lady Shieling catering facilities as from 1 December, for a proposed 

rental of £2,000. Around a dozen offers were made, J.B.T. Walters of Bristol, 

saw himself and his wife, “being able to produce the atmosphere found in 

Continental Ski Resorts enhanced with the best of Scottish provender and 

hospitality at the Shieling”.̂  ̂ Alex Milne asked what transport would be 

involved in the supply of the building. “I know that this depends on the number 

of visitors . . . Buses, Cars, Donkeys, Sky Lifts, Helicopter or Ropes The 

NTS were not going to offer the catering contract to private individuals 

however enterprising they may be; instead, the contract was sold to the 

Rank Organisation for an experimental period of one year, and it was hoped 

that they would see the venture as a prestige operation rather than a commercial 

one.*^

However, the storm clouds were gathering over the Cairngorms in the

autumn of 1965, and the CWSDB were angered by what they saw as the

clandestine nature of this contractual agreement between NTS and the Rank

Organisation. Major A.D. Scott, Chairman of the CWSDB and a former

Cairngorm Trustee, could barely contain his anger in writing to Lord Wemyss:

“. . .  it will strike at the roots of any partnership which might exist 
between the National Trust and the Board. I personally will find it 
very difficult to have any future dealings with the Secretary of the 
National Trust if this procedure is condoned by the Trust. I hope 
the Trust will try to give due consideration to the Board’s views
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as to the Shieling . . . and I think you may also agree that the 
views of those who are on the spot and know the day to day 
conditions should not be lightly ignored.”^̂

Scott wrote again in the month, demanding that the NTS stop treating the 

CWSDB “as naughty boys”, and that the Trust accept that the Board had built 

up a grand organisation on the mountain. He concluded thus: “The only 

disagreeable part of my duties as chairman is, and always has been, the 

Shieling. I had hoped that when the National Trust took over this would cease”. 

The battle lines had been drawn between an organisation that saw its role on 

Cairn Gorm as being for the national good, and one that saw mere commercial 

gain as its raison d ’être.^  ̂The inevitable outcome of this conflict could only be 

that the NTS would lose the Shieling. It was proving difficult for the NTS to 

run the Shieling from a distant Edinburgh, an issue highlighted in late 1965 by 

the instability of the wardening situation; as the Carters resigned to go to a new 

job, their daughter and son-in-law were forced to take over as temporary 

wardens until John and Mollie Porter from the English Midlands could take 

over on 1 December.®  ̂George Russell began to sense the futility of the coming 

fight with the CWSDB over the Shieling, and as early as September urged 

Stormonth Darling to consider its sale; “I feel it is terribly important that we 

should get The Shieling and all its problems off the Trust’s back as much as 

possible”.̂  ̂It would prove difficult to convince G. Boyd Anderson of this fact. 

A second letter by Russell spoke of the Shieling as “a place primarily for 

Skiers, Climbers and Hill Walkers”, and made a clear distinction between the 

role of the NTS and the CWSDB; “I do not think we should try to cater for the
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Motorist or the Bus Party. This should be done in due course by someone else at 

the Car Park”.̂  ̂ Meanwhile, Stormonth Darling, in answering a letter of 

complaint that month, had pointed out the Trust’s glorious role, “as the national 

trustee on the White Lady Shieling . . . contributing towards the public 

enjoyment of Cairngorm”.’®

It was not all bad news for the Trust in the Cairngorms. On the suggestion 

of Major General G.C.C. Graham and with the backing of the Executive 

Committee, they set about producing a tourist pamphlet entitled Getting O ff The 

Road - Spey side And Cairngorm. The production of the leaflet involved the 

Trust in co-operation with local landowners, the Nature Conservancy and the 

Forestry Commission, and its own History Department. The finished product 

identified twelve areas for the visitor to explore, included a Code of Conduct 

and a helpful map. A Deeside pamphlet was considered for 1967, along with a 

reissue of the Spey side one in 1966. Unfortunately, the pamphlet incurred the 

wrath of Lord Bilsland who was omitted from the consultation period over 

production of the draft document, and suddenly found Kinrara a burgeoning 

tourist hotspot (especially around the Gordon Monument obelisk) very much 

against his wishes.’  ̂ Two films were made on Cairn Gorm that winter of 

1965/66 and NTS permission was first sought. The first by Rayant Studios of 

Hertfordshire was a story for children, “set against a background of skiing in 

the Cairngorms area”. With the unusual title of Ambush at Devil "s Gap it was 

intended to be of a high visual quality, “to fully show the beauty of the Scottish 

background and the Winter Sports atmosphere”.’̂  The second was a feature film
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called The Trap, supposedly set in Canada, which prompted Philip Sked to 

muse; “I rather fancy that Cairngorm is merely masquerading as the great 

Arctic wastes of the Northern Territories"/^ Skiers were not the only people to 

use the mountain.

Keep the Shieling Under NTS Control!”

The battle in 1966 was for sole ownership of the facilities on Cairn Gorm,

and can be dated from April of that year, as the NTS Executive met to consider 

the revelations that the CWSDB were considering selling out to a new company 

with the title of Cairngorm Sports Development Ltd. (CSDL). It was proposed 

that this company would have a much smaller main board with about eight 

directors, and money which would normally be paid out as dividends to 

shareholders would be ploughed back into the company.’'̂  NTS resolve began to 

crumble and at the same time hostility towards Archie Scott and the CWSDB 

began to rise. George Russell had been the first NTS official to advocate the 

drastic step of the delegation or transference of ownership of the Shieling; he 

felt that G. Boyd Anderson would agree to this, but only if the CWSDB would 

promise to enlarge and expand the Shieling. The crux of the NTS argument was 

this need for expansion, along with the need for the construction of a 

multipurpose ‘Shed’. However, Archie Scott was fully against any further role 

on Caim Gorm by the NTS, believing that the money could be better spent, that 

the Shieling building itself would become redundant in a few years in the light 

of development elsewhere, and that the profits should not be taken off the hill, 

especially not to the NTS in Edinburgh.^^ The battle lines were drawn by late
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April, and the role of Anderson became critical. His first reaction was to urge

the NTS to battle it out:

“My own opinion grows stronger that Archie is obsessed with the 
idea of having control of everything in his own hands. He has 
done an excellent job and finds himself the figurehead of a 
success story. The slogan ‘The Board must retain control’ sounds 
good and attracts even you but one cannot expect contributions on 
the scale required from commercials, government or 
philanthropists on this basis.”

“Keep the Shieling under NTS control!” he scrawled across his letter to 

George Russell.’*̂ Anderson would make the potential image problem of the 

CWSDB the central point of his argument all year, as late as September 

informing R.J. Prentice in a confidential note, that he felt the CWSDB would 

not inspire public confidence or attract outside funding onto the mountain. Only 

the NTS had firm and steady hands, he concluded.^’ It was with regret, that Bob 

Crozier had informed Stormonth Darling in May, that the joint wardens on the 

Shieling, the Porters, had made it clear that they would continue to serve the 

NTS, but would not work for either the Rank Organisation or CWSDB if those 

organisations held sole ownership. “I find the whole situation terribly 

disappointing and disheartening,” mused Anderson,’® but he was determined to 

fight on, informing Stormonth Darling in July; “. . . h i s  only your loyalty to the 

cause that prevents me saying ‘to Hell with it’. But we must persevere in our 

efforts to serve the National Interest..

..  Until One Fluttered Downhill off the Chairlift”

The outcome of this war of words was to revolve around a bizarre and

comical event that took place on 10 June during the visit of E.G. Willis
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(Minister of State in the Scottish Office) to the Shieling. A CWSDB leaflet was

found after the visit, at the base of the chairlift and the NTS became angered

over the tone of this leaflet, which referred to the NTS as a disruptive and

intrusive factor on the hill, that they had taken the Shieling ‘out of any fold’,

and that they ‘had taken over’. This was conspiracy theory at its best and the

NTS felt that everyone was allied against them. But how did the leaflet end up

at the bottom of the chairlift? Was it by accident or by a more sinister route? It

certainly caught the NTS off guard; even Stormonth Darling found the

accusations surprising and underhand, “in the leaflet by the CWSDB which I

had not seen until one fluttered downhill off the chairlift . . .”®° He had his

suspicions as to who the culprit was when writing to Anderson:

“Possibly you have not seen this CWSDB leaflet which I enclose.
It is the only one that I know of, that was ‘released’ from 
someone’s hand, presumably that of the Minister or one of his 
retinue as they sailed up to the top station . . .  its paragraph about 
the Shieling and NTS is unfortunate ..

It remains a mystery as to whether this leaflet was part of an attempt by the 

CWSDB to discredit the NTS in the eyes of the Scottish Office and was 

dropped by accident, or whether the Minister concerned dropped the leaflet to 

alert the NTS to the clandestine operations of the CWSDB. The fallout from 

this event was dramatic, even Anderson became convinced that, “poor old NTS 

is going to be left in the lurch”.®̂

Later in August, Anderson reported secretly to A.C. Laing, Treasurer of the 

NTS, upon the projected finances of the CWSDB. His letter stated, that the 

CWSDB claimed that they could clear off the existing sums borrowed of
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approximately £60,000 by 1968, and thus Anderson felt that they could only 

commence any expansion work in 1969. He also included a table of CWSDB 

income and profit, which he had obtained from his sources. Laing was left to 

report on this to the NTS.

CWSDB 1965 1966 1967

Income £41,419 £60,000 £80,000
Net Profît before 
Tax and 
Depreciation

£18,290 £15,000 £26,000

(Source: NTS Archives)

A further push to remove the NTS from the Shieling came with the July 

Valuation Notice on the building; increasing the Gross Annual Value (GAV) 

from £70 to £200, an increase that D.S. Erskine, the NTS Factor, found “to be 

most excessive”, in his letter of complaint to the County Assessor in 

Inverness.®'* As well as being driven off the mountain, the NTS was now being 

priced off it.

The Months of Negotiation, 1965-1967

At the end of August 1966, Henry Brown, Secretary of the CSDL, wrote to

Stormonth Darling of his board’s interest in the possibility of acquiring a 

long-term lease of the Shieling, adding that the matter was of some urgency.®® 

The proposal was further refined in October, when the CWSDB stated their 

wish to take over the running of the complete Shieling building and the catering 

facilities. In November the NTS agreed to sell the Shieling for £13,807;
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seemingly finally driven to this conclusion by the loss of Anderson’s

confidence in them, earlier in the month:

“My own position is quite clear. There is no reason why I should 
go on putting up more and more money. I have done much more 
than I promised and I want my temporary loans to NTS repaid.”*®

The prediction made by J.F.A. Gibson to Stormonth Darling back in April, 

regarding the NTS loss of the Shieling, that “apart from anything else it would 

be too bad a let down of Boyd Anderson”, had rung true.®’ As late as 

March 1967, George Russell was still trying to find the courage to meet 

Anderson, “sometime over all this and try to cheer him up - as I am sure he 

thinks I have ‘sold him down the river’ ”.®®

The financial negotiations surrounding the change of ownership dragged on 

until March 1967, although the CWSDB ownership of the Shieling was set to 

begin on 1 May 1967, “D-day” as Stormonth Darling was to label it in all 

communiqués. The financial health of both organisations produced a convoluted 

settlement, whereby the CWSDB would issue the NTS with £6,500 of 

Debenture Stock in return for outright acquisition of the Shieling, including 

repayment of £1,000 of NTS loans to the CWSDB. The CWSDB also 

confirmed that they did intend to extend the Shieling, but it would be when they 

decided to. Meanwhile, the financial loss to the NTS was covered when Bill 

Younger of Scottish and Newcastle Breweries offered to redirect surplus funds 

from his Craignish Trust to redress the Cairngorm loss. This included a sum of 

£1,000 donated each year indefinitely (up from £500) and an extraordinary 

contribution for two years of £2,500 a year.®̂  By August 1967, the Executive
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Committee of the NTS could report that the financial loss generated by the 

entire venture on Cairn Gorm, could be cleared in two or three y ears.^ The final 

financial event was the sale of the NTS Snow Trac ST4 Vehicle for £500 to 

Alexander MacLarty Ltd. of Crieff in July. Earlier in April the NTS Land Rover 

on the Shieling had been sent over to the Torridon NTS property.^'

In the midst of these protracted negotiations (as late as January 1967) the 

Scottish Ski Club were still keen to obtain accommodation in the Shieling on 

Cairn Gorm for its members, especially as the FC was reluctant to grant 

individual leases to clubs for separate buildings in the area. The NTS had toyed 

with this idea in 1965 during the consideration of extension plans for the 

building and in the light of the club’s willingness to contribute financially to the 

facilities. The plans were shelved in 1965, as they were again in early 1967.’̂  

One gets the sense that there was a distinct feeling of relief at NTS 

headquarters to be rid of the headache that was the Shieling, although anxiety 

remained over the failure to uphold the virtues outlined in the Cairngorm Trust 

deed document by Anderson; but if the NTS had failed just one man, they could 

live with that. It was with relish that Stoimonth Darling washed his hands of the 

Shieling problem, when answering a complaint on the dirty and untidy state of 

the building:

“The whole situation has now changed in t ha t . . .  the Cairngorm 
Company is wholly and absolutely responsible for all that 
happens at the Shieling and the Trust has been discharged of its 
responsibilities. This is what the Cairngorm Company wanted and 
therefore that is now the position.”®̂
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It is ironic that the CWSDB and the CSDL asked G. Boyd Anderson on 

20 December 1967 formally to open the new extensions to the White Lady 

Shieling and the Fiacaill and Car Park Ski Tows. One wonders with what sense 

of resentment he perfonned this task.̂ '*

Words of Warning Unheeded

At the first General Meeting of the NTS held in Edinburgh on 21 July 1931,

the President, the Duke of Atholl, made the following remarks, which in turn

demand the question, ‘Why did the NTS ever allow itself to become involved in

the Cairngorms?’:

. the Council will have no lack of properties offered, but great 
discrimination will be required to be used to see that no subjects, 
whether land or buildings, are taken over which are not of real 
historic interest or natural beauty or appropriate for the declared 
objects of the Trust and such as will not be a burden financially 
on the Trust.”^̂

That they should not have been there is beyond doubt, but caught up in the 

great tide of recreation in the 1960s, the NTS saw substantial gains to be made 

in the gathering of new members by owning such a building as the Shieling. 

NTS involvement on Cairn Gorm coincides with the organisation’s membership 

drive of the mid-1960s; 'Towards 50,000"  ̂ was a leaflet that all NTS members 

received with their Year Books, in which the Earl of Wemyss and March asked 

each member to make it their business to enrol at least one new member. 

Membership was growing but not rapidly enough to keep pace with the 

financial outlay of the Trust, and thus ownership of the White Lady Shieling
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offered an opportunity to make membership advances. George Fleming

captured this governing principle well:

“One has only to visit the White Lady Shieling, with its milling 
crowds of potential Trust supporters, to realize the significance 
and importance of this.”®*̂

The NTS were subsequently caught, as George Russell explained to 

Stormonth Darling in September 1965, trying to carry out the aims and 

objectives of the NTS itself at the Shieling, rather than restricting themselves to 

the objectives of the Cairngorm Trust and duly acting as Trustee of that Trust.®’ 

It was in this fundamental miscalculation that the whole venture fell apart.
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CHAPTER EIGHT : ENDNOTES

The conclusion of the NTS purchase was announced to the public on 
26 April 1995.

NTS, The National Trust fo r Scotland and The Mar Lodge Estate - 
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CHAPTER NINE

THE CAIRNGORMS AND THE NATIONAL PARK IDEAL
1900-1980

In 1950, the National Parks Commission set up in England and Wales under 

the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 1949, set about the 

task of designating parks for their intrinsic scenic beauty and the recreational 

possibilities that they afforded. Scotland had been left out of this park 

legislation, for a number of key reasons, and the issue of National Parks (NP) in 

Scotland has remained an emotive and controversial issue across the ensuing 

years. When NPs were first mooted for Scotland, the Cairngorms area was in 

the vanguard of a popular campaign to preserve Scotland’s scenic grandeur and 

to promote its widespread recreational facilities. A Cairngorm NP was always 

seen as primarily a recreational playground.

Other commentators have analysed well the political, economic and social 

background to the British NP movement, most notably John Sheail, H.C. Darby, 

Gordon Cherry and Ann and Malcolm MacBwen.* There has been a bias 

towards England and Wales in this work because NPs were ultimately created 

there, and the Scottish situation has often remained peripheral to the main 

argument. Within the Scottish situation, the Cairngorms story has remained 

untold, although it provides a timely and useful case study of the pros and cons 

for a NP on the ground, in the Highlands of Scotland. This chapter then, will 

not retell the history of National Park legislation in its wider application, but
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rather discuss how different interests responded to the challenge of potential NP 

status for the Cairngorms area. In particular, it will examine the little known 

story of the concerted opposition from the local landowners from 1930 

onwards, which played a fundamental role in shaping the debate. This was 

more central to the Cairngorm situation than the national issue of the 

development of Highland glens by a North Scotland Hydro-Electric Board, as 

proposed by government from 1942 in a Scottish Office committee.^

The Earliest Demands for a Cairngorms National Park 1900-1930

The National Park concept in Great Britain is often traced back to William

Wordsworth in the English Lake District, especially when he called for all 

visitors to “testify that they deem the district a sort of national property, in 

which every man has a right and interest, who has an eye to perceive and a 

heart to enjoy”.̂  In Scotland (and for the Cairngorms also) the NP issue was 

first raised in 1904 by Charles Stewart, in the journal Nineteenth Century and 

After. For Stewart a NP in Scotland should have two objectives; the 

preservation of fine scenery and the conservation of certain ‘useful’ species of 

native flora and fauna: the rabbit, “in spite of his pleasant little personality”, 

was an undesirable. Stewart felt that either Jura or Rhum would make a 

“glorious National Park” and indeed, much of his interest was concentrated on 

the west coast of Scotland, although he did concede that there were estates, and 

very grand scenery in Ross-shire and Inverness-shire (in which the Cairngorms 

lie), from which a NP could be constructed. Just as town parks and open spaces 

had provided succour and recreation to “rich and poor, and especially the
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guttersnipes”, so a NP would prove popular to scientists, tourists (an hotel 

should be provided) and agriculturalists: “the Government that has the courage 

and the spirit to undertake and carry through its accomplishment will deserve 

and will receive an ample meed of gratitude”/  The NP ideal for Scotland lay 

dormant until the late 1920s, although John Sheail has shown that the Society 

for the Promotion of Nature Reserves (SPNR) in their 1915/16 survey of 

wildlife sites across the UK found Glen Clova in Angus (on the southern 

fringes of the Grampian Mountains) to be worthy of special NP status for its 

botanical interest/

The specific idea of having a Cairngorm National Park emerged properly in 

the autumn of 1928 in The Scots Magazine. The editor first printed an article by 

the access campaigner Ernest A. Baker in October 1928, stating that he would 

then devote much of the November and December issues to this debate. In 

1923, Baker had already made a name for himself with stinging criticism 

against absentee landlordism in the Highlands, and radical support for the 

access question, “as the moors and forests of Scotland have been converted into 

a private park, with public access only to the mere fringes”. He likened this 

“social evil”, to the closing of the Alps to the people of Europe. In the early 

1920s, Baker did not call for NPs as such, rather the opening up of areas like 

the Cairngorms, “as a pleasure-ground for the urban population of Britain” in 

an “epoch-making development”.̂  By October 1928 he felt that no area in 

Britain, “by its configuration and the charm of its untouched solitudes”, was 

better “for the purposes of a great natural park”, than was the Cairngorms. He
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urged that the “fairest mountain areas in Scotland” should be nationalised, “and 

for the first time in history [become] useful possessions”. His vision was for 

controlled and regulated recreation, with limited tourist development, fearing 

that “there will inevitably be a demand, sooner or later, for a rack-railway up 

Cairngorm ..  That demand was to come, but not until the mid-1990s.

Baker was supported, in a moral lesson for this month delivered by a ‘Self- 

Thinking Scotsman to his Father’, concerned that Scots should take a keen 

responsibility for their landscape heritage, especially in the Cairngorms, where 

often litter (a by-product of professional “litter-ary society” climbers in the 

area) revealed the thoughtlessness o f some visitors.® Alan Graeme in the pages 

of The Scots Magazine called for the purchase of the Cairngorms as an “ideal 

National Domain”, that with low land prices in the late 1920s would only cost 

the price of a battleship. He felt that the Cairngorms would become self

regulating hills, protecting themselves from a “jazz-bandy advance” of tourists 

and developers. It is interesting that Graeme also cites some of the anti-NP 

rhetoric from the late 1920s; namely that nobody would visit the area because it 

was too remote; that people would spoil the Cairngorms; that deer-stalking 

would be ruined, and that tourism could run rampant.^ The battle lines between 

those in favour of a Cairngorm NP and those against, had been drawn at the 

earliest possible juncture in the debate.

Professor J.W. Gregory, a geologist and former President of the SSC from 

1910 to 1913 presented a strong argument in December 1928 for a Cairngorm 

NP as a means of encouraging tourism, with the opening of a “well-planned
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holiday resort”, and the development of winter sports. The central location of 

the mountains appealed to Gregory, as did the scenery, but his vision was also 

of a recreational paradise on cheaply acquired mountain s lopes .Alex Inkson 

McConnochie spoke of a spiritual park in the Caimgonns, “where the winds 

carry healing in their wings”, and welcomed the gradual influx of visitors that 

NP designation would guarantee. The entire project was “a magnificent idea”, 

McConnochie enthused, but warned that it must remain geographically and 

financially manageable — he felt that the first step could be to make Glenmore 

“the nucleus of a National Park”, and then to expand from there. A map of the 

Cairngorm Area was issued with this volume, defining the region as bounded 

by the Rivers Dee, Geldie, Feshie and Spey; eight estates could contribute land 

to the Cairngorm National Domain, namely the Mackintosh of Mackintosh part 

of Glen Feshie, Rothiemurchus, Glenmore, Abemethy, Glenavon, Invercauld, 

Mar and the Macpherson-Grant owned part of Glen Feshie. A total of 173,000 

acres was mapped out.“

This NP propaganda continued to be aired in the pages of The Scots 

Magazine in the spring of 1929, with a notable contribution from the nationalist 

Erskine of Marr. He wanted a “National Forest of the Cairngorms” (which the 

FC in part created at Glenmore in 1948), to be “a National Sanctuary — a sort 

of serpentless Eden”, a place of solitude and tranquillity, and “innocent bodily 

recreation”. How wrong he was to conclude his essay with the firm belief that 

Cairngorm landowners, “would be patriotic enough to come into the plan, 

provided of course any little sacrifice it may involve them in were suitably
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gilded”.R am say  Macdonald, who later in September 1929 set up the Addison 

Committee to investigate the possibility of NPs in Britain, declared himself in 

favour of a Cairngorm NP in an interview reproduced in January 1929. 

Mao3>onald sought protection for the flora and fauna of the region in any 

proposed plan, and expressed concern about the infrastructure needed to 

develop a winter sports industry in the area, fearing “the spectacle of the 

Cairngorms spotted with miscellaneous erections and buildings”, which would 

surely “interfere with the complete pleasure of the mountain lover and 

admirer”. J.I. Macpherson wanted the scheme to have “the goodwill of the 

people”, and spoke with patriotism, preserving the area for future generations 

of Scots with an idea “to conserve the dignity and grandeur of our native 

hills”/ '

Re-acting to this written support for a NP in the Cairngorms, the 

Association for the Preservation of Rural Scotland (APRS), which had only 

been founded over 1926/27, called a conference on the subject for public 

interest in Glasgow at the Highlanders’ Institute on 4 June 1929. Invited 

organisations came from a primarily recreational, open-air movement 

background namely the Cairngorm Club, the SMC, the SRoWS, the Dundee 

Ramblers, the Glasgow and West of Scotland Ramblers Federation and the 

APRS. Public and private landowning interest was represented by the FC and 

the SEFS; the Royal Scottish Geographical Society also sent a delegate. There 

was general support for the idea of a Scottish National Park, and the Cairngorm 

mountains were seen as the first choice; the APRS pressed for the formation of
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a Scottish Forest Reserve Committee “to inquire into, and report on, the matter 

in all its bearings”. The Chairman was Sir J. Douglas Ramsay of Bamff. This 

committee proposed the formation of a Scottish-based National Trust, a reserve 

to preserve flora and fauna in Glen Affric and the purchase of lands in the 

Cairngorms for “a Recreational Park”.̂ '̂  The Scottish Forest Reserve Committee 

reported its findings to the Christopher Addison governmental committee, on 

22 January 1930, via Douglas Ramsay and the Rev. A.E. Robertson. In that 

month, the Cairngorm Club Journal carried a short article looking back on the 

progress made to date, and cited the promotional role that The Scots Magazine 

and later the Glasgow Herald (in a much smaller fashion), had played in the last 

two years of the 1920s. These two publications had been used as a valuable 

forum for discussion on a Cairngorms NP within Scotland. This article also 

praised the role of Aberdeen Town Council who accepted a report drafted by 

Henry Alexander and George Roberts in January 1930 in favour of a 

recreational park in the Cairngorms; the area nominated here covered 282 

square miles at a cost of £354,000, with cheaper costing alternatives available 

down to £195,000. The battle would be to strike a balance between recreational 

developments (chalet inns and refuge huts were proposed) and the preservation 

of mountain scenery .H enry Alexander presented this report to the Addison 

Committee on 23 May 1930, although it is recorded that Aberdeen Town 

Council refused to contribute financially to a NP scheme in the Cairngorms, 

oddly maintaining “the area is not near enough to Aberdeen to be of local 

importance”.W h y  then had they commissioned a report?
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Around 1930 there was widespread popular literary support for a 

Cairngorms NP, with many commentators appearing convinced that the 

designation would become a reality soon. In 1931 John Bulloch predicted that 

the next evolutionary step after the break-up of the great estates of Badenoch 

would see them “take the form of national parks”.̂ ’ A year later as James Baikie 

mused on Things Seen in the Scottish Highlands^ he envisaged this for the 

Cairngorms:

“It may be hoped that in the fulness of time the movement which 
has been hinted at, if not actually started, of securing the 
Cairngorms as a National Park will be carried out . . . within the 
next half-century.” ®̂

As the mid-1930s approached, the access campaigner Ernest Baker

considered a Cairngorm NP to have many benefits:

“the real economic value will be in the infinite opportunities for 
healthy exercise and unfettered access to nature at her grandest 
. . .  Scotland will be richer, England will be richer, when this 
great piece of our natural playground is restored to the one 
purpose for which it is obviously fitted.”

Baker did fear rampant tourism in the region, sensing that “there is sure to 

be a demand, sooner or later, for a railway to the top of Cairn Gorm and into the 

Larig Ghru”, but the recreational potential of the scheme far outweighed any 

doubts that ‘mountain-lovers’ might harbour. To support the scheme, he 

declared, was an act of patriotism. Baker wisely concluded that the success of a 

NP scheme, “will depend largely on the friendly or the unfriendly attitude of the 

owners or trustees of these properties [the great Cairngorm estates]
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It is important to mention that Lord Bledisloe, when Parliamentary 

Secretary to the Ministry of Agriculture in the mid-1920s, is usually credited 

with starting the National Park mania in the UK; the Scottish and wider UK NP 

campaigns had different roots. Lord Bledisloe visited North American NPs in 

1925, and reported favourably on how they catered for wildlife and people 

alike, in his campaign to attract the government’s attention to this question in 

1928. By 1929, Bledisloe had the support of the Council for the Preservation of 

Rural England (CPRE), the Council for the Preservation of Rural Wales 

(CPRW) and the newly-founded APRS, and it was due to this national rallying 

call that the Prime Minister, J. Ramsay Macÿonald appointed the Addison 

Committee in the autumn of 1929.

The First Phase of Discussion 1929-1930

In early May 1929, a full four months before J. Ramsay Macponald

appointed the Addison Committee, a number of organisations prompted by 

newspaper speculation over the creation of a NP in the Cairngorms, began to 

gather their thoughts on the issue. The SRoWS were one of the first to declare 

themselves in favour of a ‘Public Park’, A.W. Russell believing that, “Glen 

More at the base o f Cairngorm, taking in Cairngorm itself on the one side and 

the Buachaille on the other is one of the most ideal that we have”. Russell went 

on to confirm that the area held considerable attractions for winter sports 

enthusiasts (a view that not all subscribed to), and that any camping facilities 

had to be planned better than in the USA (“I have not actually camped in 

America”): “Americans as well as Canadians are much more in the habit than
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we are of going in great flocks and do not perhaps so much mind camping just 

beside their neighbour as I think the majority of our people would . . The 

Association for the Preservation of Rural Scotland did not even mention the 

Cairngorms as a potential NP in a circular that Sir Ian Colquhoun of Luss sent 

out to interested organisations in late May; they focused their initial attention on 

Arran and Kintail as sites, and the possible future call for hotels, mountain 

railways and camping sites, or what they preferred to call, “a Nature Reserve 

proper”.̂ ^

In May and June 1929 during an exchange of letters between Arthur 

Russell of the SRoWS and Lawrence W. Chubb of the National Playing Fields 

Association, Russell put forward his own definition of what a ‘Cairngorm Park’ 

could become, “as opinion is at present rather indefinite . . .  for the acquisition 

of a National or Public Park”. Here lay the crux of the matter; if a National Park 

was to be created that would be, “where nature could mainly be preserved wild 

and unspoilt”, but if a Public Park was bom it would be “where camping would 

be allowed and possibly refreshment houses provided”. Russell also added that 

a weakness in the whole NP scheme was the absence of a National Tmst in 

Scotland^^; to which Chubb suggested an approach be made to the National 

Tmst (NT) in England who could hold property in Scotland if they so desired.^^ 

Certainly in June 1929, Arthur Russell was convinced that come “the probable 

formation later of a National Trust for Scotland” it should be the body to hold a 

Cairngorm NP.̂  ̂ Chubb congratulated him on this vision, adding: “It will be a 

magnificent achievement if you can manage to save the Cairngorms”. It is an
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indication of how widely the scheme was being discussed, that these words of 

support were sent from Belgrave Road in London.^^ In September 1929 the 

Directors of the SRoWS formally submitted their evidence to the Scottish 

Forest Reserve Committee and the APRS. In a long submission, they saw in the 

Caimgonns the creation of a “true nature reserve for animal, bird and plant 

life” on “tracts of country of wild and varied nature well removed from centres 

of population”, alongside a “Reserve or Park suitable for camping or a holiday 

ground” on “tracts of country . . . less rugged and within reasonable distance of 

large centres of population”. There was some confusing interchange of 

terminology here, but the basic conclusion was that the Cairngorms were the 

only single area that could “meet all the varying requirements”. They expressed 

a concern that the expense of acquiring such large tracts of land in the area 

“might be so serious as to unnecessarily delay and prejudice the whole project”. 

Could the Carnegie Trust not be approached about a sizeable financial 

donation, they asked.^^ In their final evidence to the Addison Committee on 22 

Januaiy 1930 (but drafted in memorandum form on 10 January by J. Douglas 

Ramsay) the Scottish Forest Reserve Committee (SFRC) and the APRS felt that 

it was impractical to combine a nature reserve and a recreational park in the 

Cairngorms, and so favoured the latter. They also felt the climate in the region 

was “too treacherous” to permit the establishment of a winter sports industry.

At the first meeting of the SFRC on 7 August 1929 the Chairman, 

J. Douglas Ramsay had sought to canvass opinion on the desirability of creating 

a NP in the Cairngorms, and had urged all interested organisations to report on
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the feelings of their membership, and club membership numbers (the SRoWS 

had only 220 members as of October 1929); the next meeting was scheduled for 

2 October, when Douglas Ramsay wanted to discuss if the land should be 

“acquired by purchase and held in trust for the nation”, or if it should be just, 

“scheduled but left in the hands of its present owners, access to the land being 

free to all”.̂® They later concluded that outright purchase of the land would be 

necessary in the case of a recreational park. SRoWS member, John 

Bartholomew, gave evidence on behalf of the Royal Scottish Geographical 

Society who favoured a National Park in Scotland on “the Cairn Gorm plateau 

north of the Feshie-Dee furrow and the plateau extending south

eastward from Lochnagar and forming the watershed between these systems 

and Glen Clova and Glen Isla on the South”. It would be an area not only for 

“wholesome recreation” but also for geographical education, and could see the 

re-establishment of a high level meteorological station (perhaps on Cairn Gorm 

itself) to replace the much regretted loss of the Ben Nevis Observatory.^^

By July 1930 the FC had thrown their hat into the ring, and offered the 

unplantable land in Glenmore Forest as a NP, providing the entire scheme was 

self-financing and that the FC would receive compensation for the subsequent 

loss of sporting rights there. They sought the right to control access to the ‘NP 

experiment’, and even gave the Addison Committee a projected list of costs (an 

initial capital expenditure of £9,000, and an annual maintenance bill of £1,500) 

should they assume control of the scheme, which was probably Sir John 

Stirling-Maxwell’s desire.^®

i
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The Opposition of the Cairngorm Landowners 1930-1931

It is apparent that in late January 1930, Stirling-Maxwell (who sat on the

Addison Committee) was forced to defend himself against the wrath of the 

Cairngorm landowners over the NP scheme. From his letter to the laird of 

Rothiemurchus, it is evident that he had been labelled as one “of the ring 

leaders in the National Parks”, and that he had supposedly advocated, “that land 

should be taken for a National Park” if an agreement was not reached with a 

landowner. He hotly denied both these accusations, adding that he had often 

sympathised with the laird of Rothiemurchus, “when the public were discussing 

in the newspapers whether they ought to have merry-go-rounds in your forest or 

only bathing pools and a golf course”. He also defended the actions of the FC 

who by offering Glenmore as an alternative had annoyed J.P [lain] Grant of 

Rothiemurchus, who had earlier called them “a bad neighbour”. In a concluding 

section to the letter, Stirling-Maxwell tried to calm Grant’s fears by privately 

asserting of the Addison Committee that, “none of them are very keen about the 

project and 1 feel pretty sure that the report will be mainly devoted to questions 

of finance and administration (and regional planning), without any attempt to 

define or even suggest, specific areas”.'' Stirling-Maxwell was the first of many 

prominent figures in the NP campaign in the 1930s and 1940s who would be 

criticised and, at times, insulted by the Cairngorm landlords. Their counter

attack began at the start of 1930, with the laird of Rothiemurchus appearing to 

muster the troops in February by calling for the formation of an Owners’ 

Committee within the Cairngorms area “to exchange views with the idea of
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formulating a common policy"/^ As well as working together to thwart the 

scheme, the landowners also agreed to bombard the Addison Committee with 

long individual letters o f outrage and complaint, “stating their unqualified 

opposition to the Cairngorm proposals”.”

To bolster their campaign further the landowners began to seek support in 

England by contacting absentee landlords who held some of the smaller 

Cairngorm estates. An indignant Stuart W. Clark wrote from Banbury in 

Oxfordshire, that he would not have recently purchased his estate “had I had 

any idea that there was a chance of the Cairngorms being made into a National 

Park . . .  it would quite spoil the privacy of the place and the shooting would be 

useless”. Clark asserted that the scheme would incur “a heavy expense to the 

country and I think would benefit very few”; the cost of fencing and wardens 

for the NP, plus the cost of sporting rights and heavy estate taxation would “fall 

on the public in the event of the National Parks becoming proprietors”.

Nevertheless, a Cairngorm NP would drive him out: “I should be compelled to
I

sell if  the place became a national park as it would be useless to me”.” This was j

just the sort of English ally that the local Cairngorm landowners sought, and he ]

remained loyal and supportive to the cause throughout. In February 1930, Clark I

reported that he had talked with Lord Bledisloe and asked him “who is to blame |

for the national park mania?”, revealing that Bledisloe considered Sir J. j
i

Stirling-Maxwell to be “at the bottom of all the trouble”, Clark added: “The ;

Country hasn’t money to spare for all these things — and the Parks are not '

wanted”.”
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The estate owners first met as a group on 15 March 1930 in the Strathspey 

Estate Office in Grantown-on-Spey, where it was decided to have plans 

prepared and circulated showing the boundaries of all the estates that would fall 

inside the proposed NP scheme/^ The Minutes of this important meeting show 

that Grant of Rothiemurchus was appointed Chairman, and was urged to 

become a member of the Sub-Committee that would deal directly with the 

Addison Committee to ascertain its remit and the level of representation that the 

Cairngorm landowners would receive. Those present at this meeting included 

Sir George Macpherson Grant of Ballindalloch and his Factor, Lady Seafield’s 

Trustees, representatives of the Duke of Richmond and Gordon, Colonel A.H. 

Farquharson of Invercauld, J.B. Hosie the Commissioner of Fife Estates, a 

representative of Mackintosh of Mackintosh, and the Aberdeen Advocate John 

Murray."’ The number attending this meeting must have pleased J.P. Grant of 

Rothiemurchus, who in a private circular note to all local landowners had called 

for “a community of interest” to prevent the Cairngorms being “over-run by 

tourists during the stalking season . . . much to the detriment and depreciation 

in rateable value”. Grant was still angry with the FC who were not to be invited 

to the meeting, as they had already acted “without consulting neighbouring 

proprietors”.̂®

It had been during the month prior to this meeting that the most extreme 

aspects of the landowners’ campaign surfaced. In February 1930, the threat to 

landed interest by the creation of a NP in the Cairngorms became a matter in 

which King George V was a player, kept informed by what can best be
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described as courtier gossip. In a letter sent by Sir Frederick Ponsonby from the 

Privy Purse Office at Buckingham Palace to W.H. Bonham-Carter (and then 

duplicated for the Cairngorm landowners), it was stated that Sir Douglas 

Ramsay (a former Commissioner at Balmoral) had informed the King that the 

Cairngorm estates were worthless and that “there was no stalking done there”, 

so the “owners . . . would be well advised to give their consent to the Scheme”. 

The letter also stated that the Duke of Richmond and The Mackintosh had 

“consented to part with their land”. John Murray communicated the contents of 

this letter to Grant of Rothiemurchus on 17 February 1930,"  ̂ and all hell broke 

loose. The Duke of Richmond and Gordon was livid and wrote to Lord 

Stamfordham asking that the truth of the matter be put before King George V; 

he also ordered Douglas Ramsay to approach the King and to declare himself a 

liar; the Duke would tolerate “no nonsense of this kind, more especially as he 

has no doubt his name was used in order to induce the Mar Estates to fall in 

with the scheme”.T h e  Duke himself wrote in anger to Rothiemurchus Estate 

from Goodwood, Chichester, abusing Douglas Ramsay as “a mischievous liar” 

in thinking that the Duke would part with Glenavon, and speaking of, “the 

wiseacres who have set the scheme afoot” as having no understanding of deer 

or Highland stalking."‘ Sir Frederick Ponsonby continued to take a keen interest 

in fanning the flames of rumour from Buckingham Palace, writing to the Duke 

of Richmond and Gordon that he had heard Douglas Ramsay suggest that 

should the Cairngorm proposal fall through, then a more comprehensive 

scheme would be decided upon “and the Government will ride rough shod over
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any sporting right”. George V was reportedly outraged to hear that an Addison 

Committee member had suggested Lochnagar as a NP which would have 

“made Balmoral quite impossible for the King”.**̂ As the Duke had observed 

“this cackhanded scheme” would see a “proposed invasion” of the 

C airngorm s.H e wrote in defiant mood to Grant of Rothiemurchus in early 

March: “Personally I don’t intend to budge and if it comes to hard hitting I shall 

use every weapon I can lay my hand on! . . .  it is a pity H[is] M[ajesty] has been 

brought into i t . .

This whisper campaign left J. Douglas Ramsay out in the cold. He was 

shunned by Cairngorm landowners who had once been his friends. From late 

February 1930 Douglas Ramsay protested his innocent role as Chairman of the 

SFRC but it fell on deaf ears. His long letters to his former friend J.R Grant of 

Rothiemurchus have a desperate almost tragic edge to them as he sought to 

rebuild bridges of trust and friendship, all along claiming that he had been 

misrepresented, humiliated and also personally rebuked by the King. He 

claimed he had been persuaded by Iain Colquhoun of Luss (a noted figure in 

the early history of the APRS and NTS) to serve as Chairman, to put “the brake 

on the extremists”, and had expected some to call him “a blackleg — a traitor 

etc.”, but he had, “never expected that the first stone would come from an old 

friend”. In a strictly confidential attachment to one such letter he claimed: 

“Personally I don’t want a National Park anywhere — and I think there is every 

chance that the whole thing will fall through”, suggesting that Grant should tell 

the Addison Committee to “Go to Hell”.'*̂ Another letter spoke of Douglas
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Ramsay’s attempts to curb some enthusiasts on the SFRC, warning the laird of 

Rothiemurchus, “but look out all the same, for public opinion crystallizes on 

the central Cairn Gorms more and more daily”. It is apparent that Douglas 

Ramsay did receive abusive letters from some Cairngorm landowners some of 

whom he had not met, and subsequently hoped he never would. He did show 

some sympathy with the highest ideals of a NP, if it could be “used not as a 

Lunar Park or Coney Island, but as a place to which less fortunate people than 

ourselves, who like to be alone in large spaces, can go for a rest without let or 

hindrance”. T h e  Duke of Richmond and Gordon continued to attack Douglas 

Ramsay in March 1930, “for having taken his name in vain with a definite 

purpose”.

On 8 March Douglas Ramsay, in a last ditch attempt to curry favour with

the Cairngorm landowners broke the trust of his fellow committee colleagues

and allowed J.P. Grant of Rothiemurchus a pre-publication look at the SFRC

evidence. He knew he was behaving in an unprofessional and rash manner and

begged Grant to read the document and return it immediately, adding:

“you can understand that were any part of it to get out and 
become public, and forestall the Govt. Comte in any way, I should 
get into a Hell of a row.”

He concluded that the SFRC were utterly against any crass commercial 

exploitation of a Recreational NP, even by new road schemes, and that “we are 

trying to damn the ‘Winter Sports’ crowd — and the Access to Mountains Bill. 

We are not as black as we are painted I”'*® His views on the skiing industry 

would have endeared him to The Mackintosh of Mackintosh who curtly wrote
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to J.R Grant: “Winter sports on the Cairngorms are impossible. Not skiing 

ground. Too rocky and no long slopes ,.

In a sense, this angry and accusatory letter exchange between the various 

protagonists over February and March 1930 did distract from the issue at hand, 

namely how the Cairngorm landowners were going to fight the NP proposals. 

However, at the same time, these letters allowed all interested participants to 

understand how the enemy might argue, and to refine their own arguments. The 

letters acted as a dress rehearsal for the main event, which was the visit of the 

Addison Committee to the Aviemore Hotel on 23-24 May 1930. The Sub- 

Committee of the Cairngorm landowners met on 19 May at Grantown-on-Spey 

to plan their arguments against the scheme.^® Just prior to this meeting Grant of 

Rothiemurchus had. scribbled some personal notes to himself, as an aide- 

mémoire, to refine his own viewpoints and steel himself for the battle ahead. 

The crux of his argument was to be “the inutility of the Cairngorms as the most 

suitable locus for a Park likely to serve the interests of the great bulk of the 

population” . This line of argument was to form part of the strategy selected by 

the Cairngorm landowners in early May 1930, and they were confident that 

their strategy would work, and that financial issues were likely to stop the 

scheme anyhow. Grant’s notebook reveals that his major grievance was that a 

NP designation would see the estates lose their sporting value without any 

compensation, and that such public discussion of the scheme was bound to 

frighten off future sporting tenants. The ‘public aspect’ of the NP worried him 

also; he would not stand aside and let the Cairngorms become “a Glasgow
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Park”. He felt that the public were given sufficient recreational facilities in the 

area now and they often abused that privilege, citing broken bothies, fires, 

disturbance during the stalking season, and litter at the Corrour Bothy and 

Marquis’ Well. Should the ideal stay alive, the landowners' “immediate 

problem” was what steps to take to stop the particular scheme dead. Grant 

proposed that they should always present a common front, protest to the Press, 

the APRS and the SLPF, and that they should urge all the past and present 

sporting tenants on Rothiemurchus, Glenavon, Invercauld, Glen Feshie and 

Abemethy Estates to join ranks with them against the scheme.^^

The meeting between the Addison Committee and the landowners in 

Aviemore confirmed the worst fears of the Cairngorm Owners Committee: they 

felt Dr. Addison had made up his mind to recommend this area, and that his 

committee members “knew nothing of the local conditions and importance of 

the sporting value in this area”. This was reiterated in a conversation reported 

between Col. Farquharson and Dr. Addison in June, where Addison put another 

nail in Douglas Ramsay’s coffin by quoting him as “in favour of the scheme”.̂  ̂

There was talk of a proposed meeting (“conference”) in London between the 

Cairngorm landowners and the Addison Committee to be held in early June, but 

the estate owners saw no gain in this and decided to abandon the idea, 

especially as their agents had been refused entry to the Addison Committee 

evidence session in Edinburgh.^^ To his credit, Christopher Addison sought to 

find some compromise with the landowners, and extended an invitation for a
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second meeting over the late summer of 1930, but this met with no 

enthusiasm/'^

With the publication of the Addison Committee report in April 1931 which

recommended that an American style NP should be set up in the Cairngorms,

archival evidence on the actions of the Cairngorm landowners falls silent. They

had shown themselves to be very willing to come together in a display of

strength and common purpose to defeat the Cairngorm NP scheme, and the

laird of Rothiemurchus had displayed vigour as their co-ordinator and

spokesman. In a sense, they were also making a political statement against the

government of the day, a defiance that Sir Frederick Ponsonby at Buckingham

Palace was determined to promote:

“The whole project is very tiresome, but with a Labour 
Government in power it is essential that all landowners in 
Scotland should pull together, and that the Government should 
not have any excuse for pushing through a drastic scheme and 
riding rough shod over all sporting rights.”^̂

The latter part of this letter confused the Duke of Richmond and Gordon 

who asked whether the landowners should “all agree to the scheme lest ‘worst 

befall us’ ”, or “all unite in opposing i f ’.̂  ̂They elected to fight. The National 

Park ideal was kept alive over the 1930s at a time of severe financial crisis for 

the country. The Addison Committee evidence laid the foundations for decades 

of debate between supporters and critics of the scheme. By the later 1930s, 

tourism (including countryside recreation) was seen to have an integral role in 

the planned future industrial and economic development of Scotland as a 

whole, and its remoter regions in particular.^^ In the search for economic
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improvement in the Highlands though, one government committee in 1938 felt 

that any NP designation “would tend to concentrate tourist traffic on one 

district”, when the tourist trade needed to be spread as widely as possible.^® The 

debate raged on into the 1940s.

A Decade of Reports and Committees 1940-1950

In the early 1940s, the NP ideal across the UK was seen as an important

component of the national landuse plan for post-war reconstruction; “a search 

for a clear picture of a better world which lies ahead and which, if plans are 

drawn up and the essential preparations made in advance, can be achieved after 

this struggle is over”, urged Lord Justice Scotf s Committee in August 1942, 

adding that “the establishment of National Parks in Britain is long overdue”/^

There was talk of the establishment of a central Land Commission, and the 

merits of public acquisition by purchase of land for all types of development.^®

In England and Wales, the extensive Dower report of May 1945 defined what a 

NP would be and set about the task of selecting suitable areas, and discussing

how the project should be financed. Dower believed, although his remit did not |
!

extend to Scotland, that for every three NPs established in England and Wales, j

one should be designated in Scotland, suggesting the Highlands as holding the j

best options.®* A later report on NPs in England and Wales, prepared byr A,f tVvur” WobKovs| 

Cc<flmit'fce.e_ in July 1947, provided Parliament with a short historical outline of I

the NP movement in Scotland, and decided to include the eight areas !

recommended in the Report o f  the Scottish National Parks Survey Committee !

(Cmd. 6631) on an enclosed map, “to complete the picture of National Park
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proposals for the whole of Great Britain”/^ On the initiative of the APRS a 

Scottish Council for National Parks (SCNP) was formed in 1943; just a year 

earlier, in a report to Tom Johnston (Secretary of State for Scotland), by the 

Committee on Hydro-electric Development in Scotland, it was stated that the 

designation of a NP on aesthetic grounds alone, would sterilise the area chosen 

and create unemployment and piecemeal economic prosperity should Hydro

electric schemes be excluded.*^" The matter was to be carried forward by a 

Scottish National Parks Survey Committee (SNPSC) set up in 1944 under the 

chairmanship of the hapless J. Douglas Ramsay, “to advise upon the selection 

of four or five areas in Scotland which might be suitable for National Parks”, 

and to conduct site visits and surveys.

At the first meeting of the SNPSC on 10 February 1944, the committee 

sought to identify various criteria by which each area should be assessed. O f 

foremost importance were ‘Aesthetic criteria’ and ‘Recreational Facilities’. 

Lower down the list came ‘Local Attitudes’, ‘Access’, ‘Educational/Cultural 

/Social Interests’, ‘Accommodation’, ‘Weather’ and ‘Rural Reconstruction’. A 

tentative selection of suitable areas was made (which included the Cairngorms), 

and thanks were given to the APRS for help in compiling this list; the SCNP 

were also thanked for their list of proposed sites from November 1943, which 

featured the C airngorm s.B y March 1944 a final list of sites for survey had 

been completed, with some areas such as the Cuillins, Arran, Rhum and Glen 

Clova — Glen Esk being dropped for a variety of criteria reasons.^ At a
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SNPSC meeting in July 1944, it was decided that the Caimgonh area should be 

visited and surveyed by F. Fraser Darling and Arthur Geddes (Survey Officer).^^ 

As part of their investigations Fraser Darling and Geddes made an 

appointment to see J.R Grant of Rothiemurchus on 18 July, although Grant 

records this meeting as having taken place a day earlier. They did not arrange to 

meet with any other Cairngorm landowners it appears; indeed, Grant asked for 

copies of minutes of the meeting to be given to him (as ‘informal spokesman’ 

of the owners) for confidential distribution amongst his fellow proprietors. 

Some hand-written notes by Grant reveal that the SNPSC dealings with him can 

be traced back to February 1944. A prodigious and precise recorder of all 

conversations and meetings that he had on the NP issue in the 1930s and 1940s, 

the laird of Rothiemurchus noted that he was approached by J. Douglas Ramsay 

in Edinburgh and learned that the Cairngorms was on Ramsay’s list but was not 

a first choice, due to the region’s distance from centres o f population. However, 

Douglas Ramsay warned Grant that visitor numbers would continue to grow, so 

it “would be wise to consider selling while the going is good”. At a chance 

meeting between the laird, Douglas Ramsay and Geddes in the Highland Club 

in Inverness during April 1944 this advice to sell was again urged upon Grant 

who, “indicated clearly that I was not in favour of taking their advice”. At the 

July meeting in Rothiemurchus, Grant gave his reasons for opposing the 

scheme, which had not changed over the fourteen years since the Addison 

Committee investigation. His most pressing concern was the destruction of 

sporting rights and the increased fire risk, along with the deterioration of letting
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values of all farms in the district that would come with NP designation.^’ Arthur 

Geddes took official notes at this meeting, and recorded that Grant did not 

understand that sporting values were falling across Scotland even in areas 

where there was little recreational activity, or that a “future park authority” 

would ensure that a NP designation would not interfere with the prosperity of 

local agriculture and forestry. Fraser Darling and Grant met a second time at 

Rothiemurchus on 26 July when little of worth was achieved, although Darling 

did tell the laird that he might have to provide a camping ground in the forest 

but it was hoped that visitors to a Cairngorm NP would favour the high tops 

more.®* The SNPSC met a day after this meeting to consider the ‘Report on the 

Cairngorm Area’, and decided without much debate to recommend an area of 

180 square miles as a suggested NP®, emphasising the varied recreational 

opportunities in the mountains, their educational interest, the good weather and 

ample hotel and hostel accommodation available nearby; it is also an area “of 

outstanding beauty”, concluded their final report of 1945.’°

The SNPSC findings opened the way for the creation of a Scottish National 

Parks Committee (SNPC) in January 1946, that would focus on continued 

investigations into the named sites, and questions of finance and administration. 

It held its first meeting in Edinburgh on 21 February 1946, with J. Douglas 

Ramsay as its Chairman, to be guided by the following definition of what a NP 

should be:

“ . . .a n  extensive tract of country of outstanding natural beauty, 
preferably also of scientific, cultural or historic interest, owned or 
controlled by the Nation, accessible to all as a matter of right
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under suitable regulations, and administered by or on behalf of 
the Nation to the end that its distinctive values may be preserved 
unimpaired for the enjoyment and recreation of this and future 
generations.” ’̂

At that inaugural meeting, Douglas Ramsay urged his fellow committee 

members to assume, “that there are to be National Parks in Scotland”, and that a 

central authority would be set up to establish the NPs; they were not to be put 

off by landowner opposition for “there will be a solution of the problem of 

compensation and betterment”, he added. For a man who declared himself in 

1930 to be secretly against NPs, there was a good deal of campaigning zeal in 

his opening speech. As NPs in the UK would be a new experiment, the work of 

the SNPC would be, “as something of a laboratoiy experiment — the 

construction of a ‘pilot plant’ on which to test opinion before embarking on the 

full programme of National Parks”. It was at this meeting that Douglas Ramsay 

arranged for the creation of a sub-committee to be called the Scottish Wild Life 

Conservation Committee (SWLCC) to consider the issue of nature conservation 

both inside and outside of the proposed NP sites [see Chapter Ten].’̂

During the course of its investigations, the SNPC chose not to visit the 

Cairngorms area and focused their work in on three particular sites; the Loch 

Lomond-Trossachs area (which Douglas Ramsay had identified as the priority 

site in February 1946), Glen Affric and the Ben Nevis — Glen Coe — 

Blackmount area. The Cairngorms featured little in the discussion process, 

principally because the committee members knew of the FC proposal to create a 

NFP at Glenmore which to some would suffice as the recreational park in that
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district. As regards the projected cost of land acquisition at the sites, the 

Cairngorms came out the cheapest at £200,000, a full £100,000 less than the 

Loch Lomond or Loch Torridon sites. An internal SNPC note gave further 

details on the cost of the 199,808 acres recommended by the SNPSC in the 

Cairngorms. The estimated value was initially set at £249,760 including all 

buildings, timber and sporting rights based on a value of 25s. per acre. 

However, independent advice from a valuer had considered the hill land in the 

Cairngorms to only be in the range of 12/13s. per acre.^ In August 1946, the 

SNPC minuted that the present deer population of the Highlands was “probably 

twice as high as it should be’’.’̂  ̂ In their final report of 1947, the SNPC 

recommended the establishment of a distinct National Parks Commission for 

Scotland under the control of the Scottish Secretary, with local group 

committees representing each NP area. In what was already a decade of 

surveys, committees and reports, the SNPC urged the need for more detailed 

surveys and investigations on each proposed site, and a further period for 

consultation with government and local authorities. No action should be taken 

yet; the discussion period must continue. The committee concluded that it was 

desirable that five NPs (including the Cairngorms) should be designated within 

ten years of any NP legislation^^; this was the only sense of urgency that they 

displayed.

The next step was taken by Arthur Woodbum, Secretary of State for 

Scotland, who called a meeting of all interested organisations on 9 July 1948 at 

St. Andrews House, Edinburgh, after pressure from the Scottish Council for
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National Parks. At this meeting it was decided to form another group, the 

Scottish National Parks Working Party (SNPWP) who would further “examine 

in detail what positive schemes for development were practicable”.’*̂ The 

lukewarm response of the local authorities to a NP scheme was well expressed 

at this meeting by Sir D.W. Cameron of Lochiel (Inverness County Council) 

who felt that their provision was not an urgent matter, especially in light of the 

FC action at Glenmore; what the Highlands needed more “were water supplies 

and housing”. Arthur Woodbum also spoke, “in general agreement”, that the 

five priority areas should become NPs, but that there should be no subsequent 

attempt “to ‘Butlinize’ the Park areas”, nor should they become merely “a 

wilderness or a Whipsnade”. He urged that their development “should be in 

harmony with Highland needs and traditions . . .  and should not involve the loss 

of good agricultural land”.” He was, in a fashion predicting the future 

ambiguities inherent within the development of NPs south of the border. The 

FC took a more active role on this SNPWP committee than they had over the 

past, spurred on by the success of their NFP scheme in Scotland which they 

were keen to differentiate from a NP ideal. They appointed L.A. Newton as 

their representative, and he was immediately called before Henry Beresford- 

Peirse, the Director of the FC in Scotland, so he would understand the party 

line; Peirse summoned Newton before his peers in July with this curt phrase 

scribbled on a memo; “I should like a discussion with you before the first 

meeting”.’® Both Newton and F.C. Handford were told bluntly by Peirse that 

they, “need not be in any way enthusiastic about setting up National Parks . . .”
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Newton was to sit on the SNPWP and “make certain that the maximum forestry 

development is allowed for within the Park areas”, and that the FC would be 

left alone to carry out their agreed forestry operations without meddling 

interference/^ The mindset of the FC had not changed from January 1944 when 

they had discussed the Dower report in London; J.M. Bannerman had thought 

that report to be inconsistent, “the effect of the recommendations would be to 

sterilise large sections of the countryside”. The Chairman spoke of how NPs 

would make it impossible for the FC to conduct their timber operations, and 

(speaking for the populace) concluded that John Dower had, “entirely missed 

the point that there was much more of interest in walking through a wood than 

over a bare hillside”.®”

From 1948 to 1952, the membership of the SNPWP included a diverse 

range of opinions derived from government agencies, voluntary heritage and 

recreation bodies, local authorities and tourism agencies." The Chairman was 

G.H. Kimpton from the Department of Health for Scotland. After a first 

preliminary meeting in Edinburgh in July 1948, the SNPWP held its first 

official meeting on 23 September, against the backdrop of Article 5 of the Town 

and Country Planning (Scotland) Order of 1948 which had designated the five 

Douglas Ramsay priority areas (Loch Lomond — the Trossachs, Glen Affric 

area, Ben Nevis and Glen Coe, the Cairngorms, Loch Torridon area) as 

National Park Direction Areas; the post-war Labour government believed this 

could satisfy demands for a NP north of the border, and not openly anger 

landed interest. Now the Secretary of State for Scotland was to be notified of all

. j
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planning applications within the five areas. Having discussed and seen reports 

on three of the areas from September 1949 to December 1950, the SNPWP at 

their seventh meeting on 8 December 1950, “agreed that the Cairngorms area 

should be considered next”.®̂ Mrs. B.L.C. Moira was appointed as the 

Cairngorms Survey Officer, with D.M. McPhail providing secretarial support; 

both were from the Department of Health for Scotland, a body that seemed both 

to dominate the functioning of the SNPWP and define its pro-recreation and 

tourism outlook. In the spring of 1949, the Department of Health had canvassed 

opinion from the recreation and youth organisations in Scotland on the NP 

issue. Alex Gray of the Scottish Committee for Camping Legislation wrote to 

D.M. McPhail with two resolutions; that camping be widely permitted over all 

the NP areas, and that “the interests of the people be not placed secondary to 

those of the wildlife of the country”. This letter fell into the hands of the FC in 

Scotland, and H.G. Beresford-Peirse scribbled angry pencil notes across it, 

furious that free open access would bring sanitation problems, pollution of 

water supplies and an increased fire risk to FC plantations.^^ H.A. Rendel 

Govan, a Planning Consultant with Ross and Cromarty County Council wrote 

to McPhail in April 1949 expressing the view widely held by Scottish local 

authorities that NPs in the Highlands, if created, should be bom of “a wise 

determination” to seek the economic rehabilitation of the areas concerned, and 

should “not be developed solely for the benefit of the Townsman . . . the benefit 

of holidaymakers”. This was a thoughtful letter that stressed that in the wider 

picture, “the whole of our small but beautiful countryside is rightly to be
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regarded as our single National Park”. The particularism of the NP scheme 

would not solve the varied social and economic problems of the Highlands; that 

would in part be achieved “through the repopulation and better cultivation of 

the land”, suggested Govan. The countryside had to be seen as a whole, “where 

beauty and usefulness are interwoven together”.̂ " There was an important 

message here, in the middle of a century that will in retrospect be seen as 

having given us a British countryside peppered with site designations, nature 

reserves and National Parks. In the 1940s, even F. Fraser Darling, who became 

one of the most respected environmental thinkers in Scotland, called for the 

creation of NPs for their social value and “to serve as museum pieces in a 

countryside . . .  as national lungs”. He listed the Cairngorms, the English Lake 

District and Snowdonia as his first choices in 1943, in the only published 

account of his declared support for the NP ideal.*  ̂ In 1945, the highly 

influential nature conservationist and botanist A.G. Tansley, sought support for 

something akin to NPs to be designated in southern and eastern England, 

feeling that the uplands of Scotland and northern England had hijacked the 

debate. He urged the establishment of a new site designation to be called 

‘Scheduled Areas’, to protect regions of southern Britain outside of the NP 

scheme that possessed a high scenic, scientific and amenity value. Part of his 

plea for safeguarding “habitats of great ecological value”, holds the origins of 

the modem SSSI designation.*^
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The National Park Ideal Slips Away 1950-1980

Donald Mackay believes that from around 1951, and the election of a

Conservative government, “the heart went out of the National Park movement 

in Scotland”.®̂ There was still some unfinished business from the late 1940s, 

namely the SNPWP reports on the Cairngorms area and the Loch Torridon — 

Loch Maree — Little Loch Broom area, which would run on until February 

1952. Scotland had not been included in the National Parks legislation for 

England and Wales in 1949, and in that sense, an opportunity had been lost, 

although the case for a NP in the Cairngorms had been strongest in the early 

1930s when the opposition of local landowners was also at its strongest. 

Indeed, the Cairngorm landowners were never again able to organise 

themselves as a single unit as they had in 1930 to oppose the NP scheme; in the 

1940s, they chose to speak out against the ideal as individuals. Although the 

Cairngorms area had always been seen as a suitable site for a recreational park, 

from 1955 onwards the focus of all discussion was how tourism could be 

promoted in the area to serve the needs of the local population, and to boost the 

economic profile of the region. Both the amenity and recreational organisations, 

and government, concentrated their efforts on tourism in the later 1950s, and 

almost exclusively in the early years of the 1960s. The Cairngorm landowners, 

now that the threat of a NP seemed to have passed, also had a key role to play 

in this [see Chapter Six].

Tourism and regional economic development in the Cairngorms were to the 

fore as early as June 1951 in the final report to the SNPWP by B.L.C. Moira; an
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earlier draft report of May 1951 was considered at the SNPWP meeting in 

Edinburgh on 16 May 1951/^ The report included an extensive statistical 

analysis of the use of SYHA facilities in the area, the number (and trading 

seasons) of local hotels and B & B accommodation, and comments put forward 

by numerous youth and recreation bodies interested in a proposed Cairngorms 

NP. The Board of Trade stated they could see no scope “for over-ambitious 

developments aimed at making a ‘Scottish Switzerland’ of the Cairngorms”, 

adding that the expected appeal of a NP would be with students and climbing 

clubs, although some high-class hotels should be provided for “some wealthier 

sportsmen”. The content of the report was though strongly developmental; 

bridges, bothies, lodges, shelter huts for skiers, ski—tows, long-distance 

footpaths and the Glen Feshie road scheme were all in the evidence of the 

various outdoor bodies to the SNPWP. There was no talk here of a Cairngorms 

NP being a wilderness area, nor were any nature conservation issues discussed; 

the Scottish Committee of the Nature Conservancy in their evidence appeared 

undecided if the NP area would need a warden, and the PC evidence was solely 

concerned with the number of milking cows at Glenmore NFP being 

insufficient to meet demand.®  ̂ In their consideration of the Moira report (as 

“action which might be taken in the Cairngorms area”), the SNPWP committee 

in a list of over twenty proposals listed roads, footpaths and bridges as the top 

priorities, followed by signposts and remarkably, the provision of buoys on 

Loch Morlich. In line with American NPs, they suggested park entrance kiosks 

with Information Officers throughout the area, backed up by major visitor
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centres in Braemar and Aviemore; a youth voluntary service should be 

established; public telephones should be placed on every road in the area. The 

penultimate proposal dealt with the protection of wildlife, suggesting that just 

“some of the Old Caledonian forest in the area should be preserved”, perhaps 

by Tree Preservation Orders from Aberdeen and Inverness County Councils 

The pro-development aspect of the Douglas Ramsay proposals, and 

especially the way they were voraciously taken forward in evidence given to the 

SNPWP, worried some observers. In April 1950, J.K.W. Dunn attacked his own 

climbing club, the Scottish Mountaineering Club (SMC) for their casual 

dismissal of NPs as “a planner’s pipe-dream”. The inactivity of the SMC on 

this issue was “ludicrously myopic” declared Dunn, who identified the North of 

Scotland Hydro-electricity Board and the FC as the agents of destructive 

change in the Highlands; only a NP authority in Scotland could halt their 

pillaging of the landscape. Unless the SMC came away from their neutral 

stance soon and supported the NP ideal, then the Highlands would be given 

over, “not to sheep and deer, which have nearly depopulated them, but to the 

new monopolies of hydro-electricity and the marching conifers”.̂ ’ A rebuttal 

came immediately from SMC member John Osborne, outraged that Dunn had 

envisaged a NP Commission acting as “a Scottish Parliament. . . perhaps even 

a dictatorship is implied”. Osborne added that the SMC had little or no interest 

in NPs whatever individual club members may feel, and the primary focus of all 

comment on the issue should be only to safeguard the interests of their sport. A 

NP designation anywhere in the Highlands would see a plethora of rules and
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regulations designed to restrict and impede climbers and hill-walkers. An

attached note to this article, explained that neither the editor of The SMC

Journal nor the club would be held to ransom by these viewpoints; the club

committee alone decided policy/^

Good evidence that the NP ideal was slipping away in the mid-1950s can

be seen in the March 1957 decision taken by the Scottish Council for National

Parks (founded in 1943) to publicly restate their objectives in the press and to

other interested organisations:

“to establish and press for the establishment of National Parks in 
Scotland and to do anything else which may contribute towards 
that end"/^

The momentum and desire for a Cairngorm NP had slowed sometime in the 

first half of the 1950s, probably between 1952 and 1955. Indeed, in a letter to 

the FC in April 1956, the SCNP stated that they would now focus all their 

energy on the proposed Loch Lomond — the Trossachs NP, and invited all 

County Councils, landowners and other bodies to co-operate with them; the 

SCNP hoped “that the Forestry Commission is in favour of the establishment of 

a National Park”.̂ "̂ It became more obvious over the period 1955-1965 that the 

Cairngorms area was going to be developed by government, philanthropic 

industrial magnates and voluntary bodies, into a recreational year-round 

playground. In 1950, the Scottish Landowners’ Federation had re-organised 

themselves to represent better the views of their members, and it was thus 

unlikely that the Cairngorm landowners would ever have to fight their battles 

alone as they did in 1930, now that a national organisation could speak on their
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behalf. In the mid-1960s, the SLF circulated a statement, ‘Notes on National 

Parks’, to all members, just in case a Cairngorms NP ideal was bom out of the 

development craze in the area. It was strikingly similar to the evidence given to 

the Addison Committee over thirty-four years ago by the laird of 

Rothiemurchus and his fellow proprietors. The main threat from a Cairngorm 

NP would be the fire risk, a loss of sporting values, damage to estate property, 

and the need to regulate access which was not an acute problem at present, but 

would become so under any plans to open up the area as a NP. The notes 

concluded that the NFP scheme could be profitably expanded to meet any 

demand for NPs, and that instead of seeking to muscle in on private estates, the 

government should “show the way on property which they already own.”®̂ In 

October 1964, the Advisory Panel on the Highlands and Islands under Lord 

Cameron, reported that although agriculture and forestry remained the key 

support to the Highland economy, recreation was rapidly assuming a position of 

great importance especially in the eastern Highlands where the Cairngorms area 

was an obvious choice for the “planned, comprehensive study and 

development” of tourism and recreation. Lord Cameron’s committee saw no 

need for NPs in the Highlands, as the NFP scheme was so commendable and 

successful; he felt that the FC “would be justified in making charges for access 

and for car parks”.̂*̂

The Cairngorms area was used as a case study in the November 1965 

London conference, ‘The Countryside in 1970’. Study Group No. 9 on 

Countryside Planning and Development in Scotland, describing the area as
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“hitherto lonely and superbly beautiful”, felt that some check was needed on the 

rapid development of the mountains as a national winter sports resort, but did 

not feel that a NP designation was called for, reserving that for the Loch 

Lomond — the Trossachs site. It was at this conference that the call for 

establishing a ‘Countryside Commission’ in Scotland was publicly declared; 

after the Countryside (Scotland) Act of 1967, the Countryside Commission for 

Scotland (CCS) became a reality in April 1968, satisfying the NTS (especially 

Lord Wemyss and J. Stormonth-Darling) who had been calling for such a body 

from 1965 onwards. Group No. 9 also concluded that the concept of NPs was a 

very limiting one, that by its definition ignored many other areas of countryside, 

and tended to imply overuse and thus, a perceived deterioration in the landscape 

and traditional agriculture, sporting rights and forestry of the designated area. 

The UK vision for the 1970s was to be that National Parks should be 

recognised “as just one element in the recreational needs of the nation”. A 

SCNP member called for the future establishment of any body that would 

balance recreational demands and countryside needs, “and engender an 

atmosphere of positive action” in the Scottish NP debate.^^ There was a belief at 

the start of the 1970s that the ‘Countiyside in 1970’ conferences and the 

creation of CCS, could see a resolution of the NP question in Scotland, 

especially as regards the mechanisms by which they would be managed and 

financed. In reality, the Scottish aspects of these conferences had been just a 

sideshow in what was predominantly an English exercise.
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In 1974, CCS published A Park System for Scotland after two years of 

consultation with voluntary bodies and landuse agencies (NCC, FC, HIDB, 

NTS, SLF, Crofters Commission, Scottish Sports Council, STB). This should 

be seen as an attempt to re-activate many of the issues of the 1930s and 1940s, 

although the term ‘National Park’ was felt to be too controversial and so was 

abandoned in favour of new terminology. The Cairngorms were nominated to 

receive ‘Special Park’ status along with some other Douglas Ramsay priority 

sites; this was conceptually similar to NPs in England and Wales, and was 

directed towards the development and control of recreational facilities within 

the areas in an attempt to still satisfy the needs of urban visitors.^ This was 

eventually a missed opportunity, despite the 1974 report being a forward 

thinking countryside paper; NPs of some sort could have been created if CCS 

had not decided to hold out for planning powers in their proposals; the local 

authorities, spurred on by COSTA, were determined not to relinquish any of 

their planning powers to a parks authority. The report was sidelined and, “once 

again the national park ideal in Scotland had been submerged”.®̂ There had 

been such a determination from within CCS to avoid use of the loaded term 

‘National Park’, that the ultimate proposals had been too feeble on the NP issue 

and had successfully been challenged by the campaigning force of local 

authorities, whose interest in NPs had waxed and waned over the preceding 

decades.

The largely ineffective National Park Direction Areas were abolished in 

1980, being replaced by National Scenic Areas (NSA), the largest of which was
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the Cairngorms NSA; the Scottish Secretary now had the ability to support CCS 

if they opposed a development in the NSA that had been given planning 

permission by the local authority. It is worth recalling that James Bryce had 

called for landscape protection akin to NSA designations over eighty years 

before, in his lecture to the Cairngorm club in Aberdeen [see Chapter Three]. In 

1990, CCS in The Mountain Areas o f  Scotland recommended that the 

Cairngorms, because of their high heritage value and an ongoing attrition of 

their landscape qualities, should be designated as a National Park, with an 

administrative system based on an independent planning board. Legislation was 

needed, “to make an early start on the establishment of National Parks in 

Scotland”. S u c h  spirited urgency had been displayed repeatedly by report 

writers from 1930 onwards, but the talking was destined to continue. This came 

to nothing, and CCS was submerged into SNH the following year: the new 

body took a lead from Scottish Office ministers not to press for National Parks.

Scotland was left out of the NP legislation in the 1949 Act, but was 

included in the nature conservation legislation. From April 1951 to April 1957, 

ten National Parks were designated in England and Wales, and then the 

movement appeared content with its achievements. No subsequent Act giving 

Scotland NPs was forthcoming, although it is a possibility that it was intended 

to have a separate Act for Scotland, but legislative time was not found for such 

a complex question before the Labour government fell. Under the subsequent 

Conservative ministries from 1951 into the early 1960s, landed interest would 

once again have a relevant voice in opposing NP legislation for Scotland.
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As we approach the twenty-first century, there is still little public 

understanding of why there are no NPs in areas like the Caimgonns, or for that 

matter, in Scotland. The role of landowners in thwarting a NP designation in the 

Cairngorms has long been accepted as having played a key role in the NP 

debate in Scotland and the Grant of Rothiemurchus correspondence shows how 

bitter and deep it was. The Hydro-electricity debate had no impact on the 

Cairngorm glens; but it was a central issue to the NP debate, most markedly in 

the west of Scotland and Glen Affric. In the 1940s and after. Secretaries of 

State for Scotland, such as Tom Johnston, were not willing to contemplate NP 

designations that they felt would obstruct the development of certain glens by 

the new Hydro Board. From the mid-193Os and the establishment of the NFP 

scheme, the PC played out their chosen role as a blocking organisation; the 

obvious popular success of Glenmore NFP guaranteed that opposition to a 

Cairngorm NP, as well as the FC themselves, would use it as an example of 

satisfactory recreational provision in place, negating any need to resort to NP 

designation.

Problems of access were not felt to be particularly acute in the Cairngorms 

in the 1940s and 1950s, and had certainly relaxed from the decades of battle 

between the SRoWS and landowners in the 1880s and 1890s. Those arranged in 

favour of a NP in the Cairngorms were in reality a small lobbying force, 

composed of far too many organisations with too few members in the 1930s 

and 1940s; the public spirit of recreational provision which fuelled the NP 

debate, was modified by the late 1950s to embrace mass tourism development
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in the Cairngorms. The NP ideal was lost within a new doctrine that linked 

tourism with regional economic regeneration. In reality, there is no easy answer 

as to why there is no NP in the Cairngorms, nor why the NP idea seemed to slip 

away in the early 1950s out of public debate. In a letter held in the NC archives 

(and put before their Scottish Committee) H.R. Smith of the Scottish Office 

reported that by late 1952 Inverness County Council had been officially 

informed “that there was no prospect of a National Park in the near future” in 

the Cairngorms, and that they should focus their attention on discussing the 

merits of a Cairngorms nature reserve.^®̂
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CHAPTER TEN

THE CAIRNGORMS NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE:
ITS ORIGINS, DEVELOPMENT AND MANAGEMENT

1929-1980

Prior to 1990, there had been few noteworthy attempts to trace the history 

of nature conservation in Great Britain in its widest sense, or to outline the 

historical development of individual nature reserves. In the modem era, the 

pioneers of this documentary-based environmental history have been Dudley 

Stamp and more substantially, John Sheail,^ and all subsequent work owes a 

great deal to this early initiative and scholarship.^ However, post-1990 there has 

been a refreshing burst of study in these subject areas; in the outlining of the 

history of National Nature Reserves (NNRs) in particular, Scotland has led the 

way. The most noted contributions from Scotland have been Graeme 

Whittington’s edited study of Tentsmuir NNR in Fife,^ Paul Ramsay’s SNH- 

commissioned history of Creag Meagaidh NNR from its designation in 1985,“̂ 

Magnus Magnusson’s history of the island of Rhum that includes an historical 

appreciation of nature conservation practices there,^ and Tim Clifford and 

Andrew Forster’s study of woodland management policy on Britain’s first NNR 

at Beinn Eighe from 1944 to 1994 (although the NNR was not designated until 

1951).^ In England, English Nature sponsored Peter Marten’s 1994 study of 

NNRs there,’ and there have been recent historical ecology texts on Wicken Fen 

NNR,® and a study of the founding-father of British nature reserves, Charles 

Rothschild.^
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It seems appropriate that there has recently been a growing interest in 

writing on the history of nature reserves, as we approach the fiftieth anniversaiy 

of the nature conservation legislation in the 1949 Act. This study of the history 

of the largest NNR in Britain is timely not just because of the high international 

profile of the Cairngormsor because such a history has not been written 

before, but also because an understanding of the history of this NNR prior to 

1980 sets the scene for many of the public conflicts between competing landuse 

interests in the area, that were to become so widespread over the 1980s and 

1990s. A history of the Cairngorms NNR highlights how ill-equipped the NC 

staff were from 1954 to protect the unique flora and fauna of the reserve, in the 

face of the expanding (but, inherently traditional) use of the Cairngorm forests 

and high tops as a recreational resource. Visitor management became the 

overriding concern of the NC, once they had woken up to the existence of such 

a problem. As Adam Watson concluded in 1996, this has been to the detriment 

of “long-term intensive research”, where NC staff have achieved little, where 

most work has been done from “spare-time studies by amateurs and scientists”, 

and there has been little research on land management practices on both private 

estates and state-owned land.^'

The Earliest Calls for British Nature Reserves

The nature reserve movement in Britain can be traced back to the

establishment of the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves (SPNR) in 

1912, at a time when legislation to protect Britain’s wildlife against cruelty and 

exploitation was seen to be the pressing need. The sanctuary ethos of a nature
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reserve scheme for the country did not become fashionable until the early 

1940s; in that sense the SPNR w«-s thirty years ahead of t i m e .T h e  

efforts of the SPNR to urge organisations like the National Trust to purchase 

and manage nature reserves for the nation met with some support even in the 

1910s; in December 1912, The Times applauded the aims of the Society, stating 

that, “the only effective method of protecting nature is to interfere with it as 

little as possible; and this can be done only by forming a large number of local 

reserves — to safeguard the varying species and types of scenery on their native 

ground”. A second editorial, urged “all students and lovers of nature” to flock 

to join the SPNR who could only meet with “wide and sympathetic support” in 

their campaign. The Journal o f  Ecology in 1913 ran a short piece on the 

SPNR, and the role that all naturalists in the UK should take in helping to select 

nature reserves, citing the RSPB’s Watchers’ scheme as a step on the road to 

establishing bird sanctuaries. '̂^ The journal Nature added its voice to the call for 

nature reserves in March 1914, as a way of reserving beautiful land that had not 

yet been “irretrievably befouled”, although E. Ray Lankester was keenly aware 

of the pressure that visitors could put on these reserves, proposing only the 

“occasional admission of visitors”. He urged all “lovers of the wilderness, all 

worshippers of uncontaminated nature”, to communicate with the SPNR and 

contribute to the promotion of, “its most worthy national objects”.'̂  It would be 

the 1940s before the movement gathered steam again, and then it sought to 

move beyond the mere definition of what a nature reserve should be, into the 

more complex arena of site selection.
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Thoughts on a Cairngorms Nature Reserve 1929-1947

In the SPNR survey of 1912-1916 to select nature reserves in the UK, the

Cairngorms was not investigated as a nationally important site, although the 

southern foothills of the Grampian mountains, at Caenlochan and Glen Doll 

were included as areas worthy of protection/^ In December 1929, urged on by 

the CPRE, the British Correlating Committee (for the Protection of Nature) 

bom in January 1924, gave evidence to the Addison Committee of areas where 

nature reserves were most required; Glen Doll and Caenlochan were named 

again, this time alongside Rothiemurchus Forest, and it is here that the first call 

for a Cairngorms area nature reserve lies. The British Correlating Committee 

was composed of representatives from zoological societies, the national 

museum service, the BOU, NT, RSPB, Linnaean Society, SPNR and 

international fauna preservation societies. Fearful of passing on sensitive 

information to egg-collectors and plant collectors, the Committee only 

published the briefest outline of why each site was chosen; Rothiemurchus was 

deemed worthy of protection for its mammals, birds and plants, but was seen 

(in retrospect, mistakenly) to have no geological or entomological value. In the 

Addison report, James Ritchie (then Keeper of Natural History at the Royal 

Scottish Museum) proposed the Cairngorms area as a National Park, and 

thought all areas secured by the FC, plus the Killin-Kenmore mountainous area 

should become nature reserves: “a sanctuary for the scientific care, study and 

preservation of all wild plant and animal life within its limits”, he enthused.
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This concern over the impact of collectors on the fauna and flora at a site 

such as Rothiemurchus is documented well into the 1940s. In March 1946, 

J.A. Macmillan wrote from Gordonstoun School in Elgin to the laird of 

Rothiemurchus, asking if  groups of boys could be allowed to camp or stay 

overnight in the boathouse on Loch Morlich, as a base for exploring the forest 

and high tops. They were granted permission, but the laird spoke of the district 

being “plagued by careless or ignorant people who cause forest-fires, and 

professional collectors of rare birds eggs who cater for well-to-do amateur 

collectors”; the Gordonstoun boys were asked to act as informal forest wardens 

against these unscrupulous marauders, to “help stop these abuses and if possible 

bring offenders to justice”. Grant of Rothiemurchus hoped the boys would gain 

a good deal of, “field-craft and bird lore . . .  as well as doing a bit of useful 

public work” .̂®

In 1928, the British Ecological Society had proposed an amateur and 

scientific study of the flora of Britain from mountain top down to the coast. 

The Cairngorms area was recognised for its rare and unique Alpine flora by the 

Botany School at Cambridge University who held two summer expeditions to 

the area in 1938 and 1939, under the leadership of Alex Watt. The hallmark of 

these studies of the mountain Callunetum and the Empetrum-Vaccinium zone 

was meticulous observation of dynamic relationships between plant 

communities and their ecosystem, and the effect of altitude and exposure on 

vegetation patterns. This work spawned the three ‘Ecology of the Cairngorms’ 

articles in the Journal o f  Ecology^ over 1948 to 1951; publication had been held
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up by the war/° It built on the tradition of botanical observations in the area that 

began with James Robertson in 1771, and was continued over the nineteenth 

century.

It was during the first half of the 1940s that English-based nature 

conservation charities and organisational investigation committees first came to 

recognise the importance of a habitat reserve in the Cairngorms. There was still, 

though, considerable ignorance in the southern English heartland of these 

bodies, about the precise status of flora and fauna in the northern Highlands. 

Geoffrey Dent, in his RSPB sponsored investigations over 1940/41 as evidence 

for the Nature Reserves Investigation Committee (NRIC), in 1942 proposed 

both the Cairngorms and Rothiemurchus to be of special importance as future 

bird sanctuaries, outlining the importance of “mountain areas.. .  in Scotland . . .  

and old pine forests such as the Spey Valley”, within any contemplated national 

scheme of sanctuaries.^^ Denf s view was later supported in 1945, by those 

redoubtable ladies of Scottish ornithology Evelyn Baxter and Leonora Rintoul, 

who wrote to Joseph Westwood (the Secretary of State for Scotland), asking 

that a National Park scheme for Scotland include a sanctuary for nature, in “an 

area in the Cairngorms from the highest tops . . .  to the pine forests”, ostensibly 

to protect the unique avifauna of Snow Bunting, Dotterel, Ptarmigan, Scottish 

Crossbill and Crested Tit: “These birds are so typically Scottish and so very 

local in their breeding area as to call for special care”, they declared.^^ George 

Waterston in a letter to Fraser Darling in April 1946, agreed with the ladies and 

offered his support for a Cairngorm nature reserve that took in both
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Rothiemurchus and Glenmore, and thus an area that contained, “the remnants 

of the ancient indigenous Caledonian Forest with its interesting fauna and flora 

which should be preserved at all costs”. Waterston also declared himself in 

favour of a Field Studies Centre at Glenmore Lodge, fearful that should the 

SYHA get their hands on it, the local wildlife would suffer under hordes of 

recreational visitors attracted by cheap accommodation, without any 

responsibility or guidance. The forests should be used solely as an educational 

resource, he concluded.^^

Running parallel to Sir William Jowitt’s appointed NRIC in 1942, was a 

British Ecological Society (BBS) venture to identify sites of ecological 

importance across Great Britain, and to represent the views of amateur and 

professional ecologist alike in the crucial task of site selection. The BBS Nature 

Reserves Committee included A.G. Tansley, Cyril Diver and C.S. Blton 

(leading figures in the nature conservation movement at this time), and took a 

dynamic and constructive stance in the nature reserves debate, deliberately 

using the phrase ‘conservation’, and discarding the backward-looking term 

‘preservation’ which so typified the older fauna reports for the British Empire, 

In their recommendations of 1943, the BBS considered the Cairngorms as being 

worthy of Scheduled Area status, which sought to protect “large samples of the 

most important and characteristic tracts of country”, primarily to maintain 

scenic beauty and not to satisfy the research needs of ecologists. It was notable 

that there was a bias of these Scheduled Areas towards the better known south

east corner of Bnglandf'’ something that A.G. Tansley was to ask for in 1945 to
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counter-balance the National Park movement’s preference for remote 

mountainous a r e a s .T h e  BBS report also proposed that rare and localised 

species, including the Crested Tit, were worthy of special consideration and 

long-term scientific study, within habitat reserves: by implication, this suggests 

a Spey Valley site. After hearing of tree fellings being continued in the 

Rothiemurchus woods in September 1947, James Ritchie voiced his concern (as 

Chairman of the Scottish Wild Life Conservation Committee) that “adequate 

provision must be made for the protection of the Crested Tit” .̂  ̂ By the mid- 

1940s, the Cairngorms area was gaining more official recognition in England 

for its rarest flora and fauna. It was also declared to be of geological importance 

in May 1944 by M. MacGregor of the Geological Survey Office in Edinburgh, 

who considered the mountains to have “striking glacial and drainage 

phenomena”, unique moraine configurations and wide spreads of fluvio-glacial 

deposits: “It provides also many illustrations of the effects of glaciation in 

modifying topographical features and in influencing drainage”, his report 

concluded.^’

The Scottish Wild Life Conservation Committee 1946-1949

By the second half of the 1940s, the nature reserve movement was wholly

tied to the National Park movement in Britain. There was an official 

recognition though, that nature conservation had to be dealt with in distinct 

government reports and by separate committees, and the Scottish situation was 

to be examined in isolation, as England and Wales were investigated by 

J.S, Huxley’s committee which reported in July 1947.̂ ® To that end, at an
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Edinburgh meeting of the Scottish National Parks Committee in February 1946, 

J. Douglas Ramsay formally appointed a special committee (the Scottish Wild 

Life Conservation Committee) having been, “asked to arrange for the 

examination of this matter by a small body of experts”. This committee, which 

comprised James Ritchie, John Berry, Douglas Ramsay, Fraser Darling, 

J.R. Matthews and Murray MacGregor, was to have an advisory role to the 

SNPC, but was to address the conservation of wildlife in Scotland as a whole, 

and not just within the proposed National Park a r e a s .A s  the NRJC had not 

investigated the Scottish situation, the SWLCC committee had essentially to 

begin from scratch in gathering information about wildlife in Scotland, digging 

deep into their own personal knowledge as a starting point. Education, they 

believed, was central to the success of any nature conservation message. In 

June 1946, they met with John Laird, a Kirkcudbright representative of the 

Directors of Education in Scotland, and he was asked by James Ritchie, “how 

best we can encourage interest in wildlife in the school and so eventually help 

conservation in the country”. In the ensuing discussion Fraser Darling felt that 

young farmers should be targeted, as they would be “interested if they were told 

what the birds they had killed had been eating”. John Berry proposed school 

natural history classes based on the food chain, “to start at the insect end rather 

than the bird end . . . one may graduate to the binocular stage, but we ought to 

start with emphasising the inter-relationships of the different forms of nature”.̂® 

They held a less convivial meeting that same day with a representative 

(A.H.Gosling) of the FC in Scotland. He argued that all woodland in the country
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would do best if managed by the FC, be it inside or outside a nature reserve or 

National Park. Argument ensued over SWLCC concerns about the FC shooting 

Black Grouse in some plantations, and the SWLCC declared themselves in 

favour of an increase in woodpeckers, Capercaillie and Pine Marten, much to 

Gosling’s chagrin. Gosling fought his comer well though, keen to stress that 

had good sense prevailed, and the FC had been given Glen Affric, “without any 

question of National Parks”, then they would have managed “a good section of 

those woods to maintain their present character rather than to mn them entirely 

as a commercial proposition”. Gosling was angered that nobody recognised that 

the FC was here to help nature conservation interests, indeed; “In many respects 

our interests are the same”, he enthused.^^ As part of their investigations into the 

international experience of National Parks and nature reserves John Berry, 

Robert Grieve and R.S. Fitter were invited to Switzerland in July 1946, by the 

Swiss League for the Protection of Nature. Grieve, in his report and discussion 

in September with E.M. Nicholson and Lord Chorley, believed that the 

principal lesson to be learned from Switzerland was how to use publicity and 

propaganda, “in training the public to respect nature”. He felt there were superb 

“natural advantages” in Scotland (citing “the excellent system of Deer Forest 

paths in the Highlands”) but, “insufficient publicity was given to these assets’Ŷ  

the SLF would hardly have been thrilled to hear this statement.

The first report of the SWLCC in June 1947 did not name any sites, but 

supported the establishment of ‘National Nature Reserves’ outside of the NP 

scheme. Such ‘National Reserves’ should be intrinsically Scottish, reflecting
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“outstanding geological features, or plant and animal communities typical of 

particular conditions . . . [they would] be under constant and close scientific 

scrutiny”. Much of this report addressed the desire of the SWLCC to have a 

‘Biological or Wild Life Service in Scotland’, to begin the arduous task of 

planning effective nature conservation measures. In  the second SWLCC report 

of March 1949, a list of recommended nature reserves was produced. High 

ground (over 2,500 ft.) in the central Cairngorms fell under a proposed National 

Park Reserve, which would be administered by a Scottish National Parks 

Commission. However, in the event that a NP was not created in the 

Cairngorms, then the proposed site would transfer immediately to National 

Nature Reserve status. The SWLCC proposed state ownership of these reserves, 

although in rare cases, a proprietor would be allowed to enter into an agreement 

with the proposed ‘Scottish Committee of the Nature Conservation Board’ and 

thus maintain his ownership of the land. The Cairngorms were listed in the 

report as National Park Reserve 2, held to be important, “as a centre for the 

study of plants and animals existing under arctic-alpine conditions”. Within the 

wider Cairngorms area, other sites listed were the Valley of Quoich, Glen Doll, 

the Moss of Dinnet and Dinnet oakwood; most importantly, the extensive 

Cairngorm plateau was felt to be unique for its plants, insects, birds and 

geological features. '̂* In nominating 38,336 acres of the Cairngorms as a 

National Park Reserve, the SWLCC ran into the complex question of access to 

the proposed reserve, especially as access might have to be controlled (or 

denied) to wildlife sanctuaries that fell within National Parks. Robert Grieve
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was justly concerned that “difficulties might arise from any suggestion of 

limited access or implied exclusion from such a popular and extensive area”."̂

The New Nature Conservancy and the Cairngorms 1949-1954

The ‘Biological or Wild Life Service’ proposed by the SWLCC in 1947,

had by November 1948 evolved into the Nature Conservancy, with 

A.G. Tansley as Chairman, and Cyril Diver as the first Director-General. Under 

the auspices of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 1949 

and its Royal Charter, the NC was given the dual function of research and 

nature conservation via the designation of NNRs. The first meeting of the 

Scottish Committee of the NC was on 2 April 1949 in Edinburgh, where 

J.R. Matthews (Chairman) urged that the committee build on the good work 

done by the SWLCC and perhaps start with surveys of proposed reserve sites. 

The Cairngorms were discussed at this meeting, first by John Berry who 

reported that the Scottish Education Department wished to host courses for 

school natural history at Glenmore Lodge with the full collaboration of the NC, 

who they hoped would make “an ecological survey of this property”. Again it 

was reiterated that any nature reserve in the Cairngorms must take into account, 

“the importance of this area to outdoor recreational activities”, especially if by

laws had to be drawn up.^  ̂ Site selection was put on hold, as the second 

SWLCC report had only just been published, and committee members needed 

time to digest its proposals.

Over 1949 and 1950, the new NC sought to forge links with amateur and 

professional scientists in the UK who had worked on Scottish research projects
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for universities, research institutes or government departments, primarily to 

establish lines of discussion and co-operation.” The NC were well aware that 

changing circumstances on some of the proposed SWLCC reserves first looked 

at from 1946-1948, demanded quick action as regards site designation, and at 

the bare minimum, the sites needed to be revisited by scientists “before further 

decisions were taken as to reserve status”.̂® To that end, in January 1952, 

J. Walton and J. Grant Roger were dispatched to the Cairngorms “to report on 

sites specially suitable for conservation, within and outside the National Forest 

Park”. The catalyst for this investigative visit, was a letter written by Capt. D. 

Nethersole-Thompson (RSPB Watcher for the Spey Valley) to J.R. Matthews, 

urging that a Cairngorm reserve be established with all haste.” Committee 

discussion would not focus in on the Cairngorms fully until 1953, with 

A.B. Duncan stating his support for a large scale nature reserve there late in 

1952, and Fraser Darling not envisaging any problems with local Cairngorm 

landowners over sporting rights or felling issues, neither of which the NC need 

interfere with. The Cairngorms were officially listed under ‘Proposed Reserves, 

Action in 1953’ in November 1952.^ The key issue over 1953/54 would be how 

quickly the NC could negotiate Nature Reserve Agreements with the 

landowners, and at what cost to the integrity and aspirations of the NC. State 

ownership was not being considered.

In late January 1953, John Berty first outlined the possible boundaries of a 

Cairngorms NNR before the NC Scottish Committee, after he and 

R.A. Haldane had represented the NC at a meeting on 20 January 1953 in
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Inverness with landowners and the local authorities, “at which unanimous 

agreement was reached that such a reserve should be set up over a wide and 

varied area”. Prior to that meeting, Inverness County Council in a letter to 

J.R. Matthews, had declared themselves wholly in favour of a Cairngorms 

nature reserve, much prefeiTing that option above a National Park designation,'*' 

However, in March 1954, after an exchange of letters between the local 

authorities and the NC, A.B. Duncan felt that Inverness County Council were 

overstepping the mark in their dealings with the NC Scottish Committee; letters 

were sent to Aberdeen and Inverness County Councils firmly stating that the 

“NC were solely responsible for this Reserve”.'*- The boundaries of the 

proposed NNR would run across the estates of Rothiemurchus, Mar and 

Inshriach.

The negotiation and discussion period over 1953 was to throw up a number 

of challenges that the NC Scottish Committee should have expected, but they 

seem not to have been prepared for. The PC representative on the committee, 

Sir Henry Beresford-Peirse remained openly sceptical about a N C -run 

Cairngorm reserve. In January 1953, he cited a PC and Department of 

Agriculture survey from the early 1950s which proposed that “a considerable 

part” of the Spey catchment area “should be put under trees”, which he 

suggested was a far better use of the land. He felt that the NC should just 

negotiate with the PC for some nature conservation privileges at Glenmore 

NPP, and be satisfied with that.'*̂  The NC could ignore Beresford-Peirse, but 

they had to confront the Cairngorm landowners head on during the negotiations
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for Nature Reserve Agreements. There was a wide range of opinion on how 

best to proceed. Some members felt that all the landowners must eventually 

acquiesce to the NC demands not to shoot Ptarmigan and Black Grouse on the 

reserve; some felt the NC should restrict all felling on the reserve, and pay 

compensation; some considered that the threat of compulsory purchase should 

be made clear to the landowners should they break the agreements; some 

disliked the idea of a token payment for land; some felt that the NC might fail 

to get the owners’ participation in the project if they drove too hard a bargain; 

some felt that the estates should be allowed to continue to bum heather as they 

wished. A NC Estates and Acquisitions sub-Committee was constituted to 

advise the Scottish Committee on matters of finance and legal issues."'*

Only in May 1953, with the committee debate still ongoing, did 

J.V. Johnstone (Assistant Land Agent NC) report that negotiations with the 

landowners were up and running, and that the next logical step would be the 

production of draft Nature Reserve Agreements. Some modifications to the 

reserve boundaries were called for by James Ritchie, who asked that the NNR 

mn along the northern shores of Loch Gamhna and Loch-an-Eilein (and not 

through the middle of them). There was also discussion about whether the NNR 

should take in a part of the Duke of Fife’s Mar estate to the south-east past the 

Linn of Dee; J.R. Matthews thought this to be ill-judged as this area swarmed 

with tourists, and was far better suited to any future NP designation.

E.M. Nicholson also felt it to be an undesirable extension to the proposed NNR, 

as the Duke’s trustees were keen to engage in commercial forestry activities
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which would bring them into direct conflict with the NC/^ The archives suggest 

that a ‘model’ standardised formal procedure for negotiations over Nature 

Reserve Agreements was only put in place in late May 1953; all negotiations 

for NNRs prior to that had been drafted as the NC went along/^ This seems to 

tally with the experiences of the NC in England over its earliest dealings with 

landowners; John Sheail’s work reveals that at times the NC took on more than 

it could deal with, and it “lacked the staff of sufficient standing to handle the 

delicate negotiations required”/ ’ The NC in Scotland regularly claimed it had 

far too few staff to achieve its goals, most vocally in October 1954 when 

J.R. Mathews complained to E.M. Nicholson (Director-General of the Nature 

Conservancy) that his staff “were dangerously overworked”, and Scotland’s 

staff allocation, “was meagre in view of the complexity and extent of 

conservation problems in the Highlands”/® The Scottish Committee was still 

concerned about staff shortages in 1969 and 1973, when H.A. Maxwell 

(Chairman) argued that a major weakness in the NC’s organisation was a 

shortage of staff, “particularly in Scotland”, a t  a time when the creation of the 

NCC was being debated.

As part of the build-up to the establishment of a Cairngorms NNR, the NC 

in Scotland took an unusual but refreshingly inter-disciplinary outlook in 

October 1953, when it (albeit haphazardly) began to collect historical and 

bibliographical information on the Cairngorms: the results of this ‘Cairngorm 

B rief are held in a single file at Achantoul, Aviemore SNH office, and read 

like an early attempt at documentary-based environmental history. It appears
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that much of the investigative work was done by R.A. Haldane and Muriel 

Longmire, although they sought guidance from the Cairngorm landowners in 

October over the identification of books written about the Cairngorms and 

individual estates from around 1800. Haldane’s circular letter to the landowners 

concluded: “It is a great pleasure to us to see the Cairngorms proposal 

progressing, and we are all keenly looking forward to its becoming an 

accomplished fact”. The file is incomplete, and is not referred to in any other 

archival deposit. A list of books was produced by Haldane, including works by 

Seton Gordon, Richard Perry, Thomas Lauder, J. Harvie-Brown, Elizabeth 

Grant of Rothiemurchus, and Fraser Darling. He also thought that the “most 

important” early tours of the area would contain information, principally 

Colonel Thornton’s ‘Sporting Tour’. As well as listing museums, public and 

university libraries as sources for all this material, Haldane catalogued journal 

articles of interest, suggesting that the Cairngorm Club Journal “proved to 

contain much worthwhile information”, but also listing The Deeside Field, the 

SMC Journal and the Scottish Geographical Magazine, Some very basic 

conclusions were drawn from this research, but it appears as if the larger part of 

Haldane’s work remained unfinished. How useful it could have been to NC 

staff (if completed) by identifying historical links between people and nature in 

the Cairngorms, and offering a thorough bibliographical survey.

At the start of 1954, the NC Estates sub-Committee gave the Scottish 

Committee the go ahead to purchase Invereshie estate in the Cairngorms from 

the PC. An area of 5,329 acres was bought at a purchase price of £3,625, and
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the NC told the FC that they aimed to protect a woodland area east of the deer 

fence of around 600 acres/^ just in case the FC sought to meddle in its future 

management. The NC became angered with the FC in March, when the 

condition of purchase revealed a clause forcing the control of vermin 

(undefined) into the hands of the nature conservation agency/^ The NC also 

inherited the sporting rights of this property which they continued to let 

commercially in 1954 and 1955, before deciding against this policy for the 

1956 season after a vote in the Scottish Committee. To this day (1998), 

Invereshie-Inshriach remains the only part of the Cairngorms NNR (about Vg*) 

that SNH owns.

Agreements with the landowners were concluded over 1953 and the first 

months of 1954, although the laird of Rothiemurchus held up the process by 

remaining unconvinced about offering a protection area on his estate for 

Ptarmigan. This bargaining prompted A.B. Duncan to minute his belief that the ]
I

landowners should reveal that they were “demonstrably giving sufficient in i
I

exchange for the benefits they would be receiving” Money was central to the |

Nature Reserve Agreements with the landowners; it is apparent that Inshriach !
1

was obtained for £25 annual compensation for 25 years; Mar was obtained for j

£30 annual contribution to the Headkeeper’s wages and a further £17 towards !

rates; Rothiemurchus came into the NNR for compensation of £100 per annum |
1

over 25 years, which suggests the importance the NC attached to its full j

participation in the scheme. These financial airangements were not based on the |

acreage of land each estate contributed, but were more probably founded on I
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sporting values and woodland values. The Cairngorms NNR was declared on 

9 July 1954 at 39,689 acres, being made up of the NC-owned Invereshie 

section, plus 17,500 acres of Mar Estate, 2,290 acres o f Inshriach Estate and 

14,500 acres of Rothiemurchus Estate.̂ ** Some of the Nature Reserve 

Agreements were not finalised until after the NNR had been introduced to the 

nation by E.M. Nicholson in Edinburgh.^^

The Glasgow Herald presented full coverage of this NNR launch. 

Nicholson praised the landowners for historically having looked after their land 

“as if it were a nature reserve”, and congratulated them for willingly entering 

into agreements with the NO, which were “the first nature reserve agreements 

to be concluded with private proprietors anywhere in Britain”. They had 

promised to dedicate their estates “to the object of nature conservation”, and 

Nicholson announced that research work would begin on the regeneration of 

Scots Pine, high altitude meteorology and mountain ecology. Sporting rights 

would not be challenged by the NC, deer stalking and grouse shooting would 

continue on the reserve, but Ptarmigan would be protected in special zones; the 

only birds of prey to be shot were Sparrowhawks. All collecting of eggs and 

plants was to be outlawed, the primary object of the reserve being “to safeguard 

its characteristic Highland wildlife”. It was at this launch that Nicholson made 

his now often-quoted statement: “We do not want to see the area opened up to 

charabancs and helicopters and whatever future horrors there may be”.̂® 

Editorials in the Glasgow Herald that day praised the “public-spirited 

co-operation” of the landowners and County Councils in the “admirable”
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venture, although one writer predicted landuse conflict in the future if ‘‘the 

traffic through the area increases considerably, or relatively large numbers of 

visitors transgress the common code of behaviour on the hills”. Countryside 

education was seen as the way forward, to instruct “the ordinary citizen in the 

elements of natural history, so that he may respect his obligations as well as his 

rights when he gets into the countryside”. The writer had “little confidence” in 

the future behaviour of tourists, climbers and sk ie rs .T h e  launch was also 

covered by The Times^'^ and reported by the SPNR.^^

Over Autumn 1953 and Spring 1954 there had been reports as far afield as 

the Manchester Guardian^ the Aberdeen Press and Journal and the Dundee 

Courier and Advertiser^ that the NO proposed severely to restrict access to the 

NNR; indeed, J.R. Matthews had urged the Scottish Committee in November 

1953, to “allay unfounded fears in the public mind”, by meeting with open-air 

and recreational interests. From Matthew’s concern, sprang the NC idea of 

setting up a Cairngorms Consultative Panel, first proposed by Lord Wemyss in 

January 1954.®° The naturalist Richard Perry and the mountaineer Tom Weir, 

had already argued in The Scots Magazine about the access question on a 

Cairngorms NNR, with Weir urging that the forest of Rothiemurchus should be 

the whole reserve, and the high tops should be left to the climbers.®' The 

Consultative Panel idea obviously won over the mountaineering firatemity as 

both the Cairngorm Club and the SMC reported the designation of the NNR 

with enthusiasm, content that freedom of access to the hills would not be lost.®̂  

The Panel first met in Aberdeen on 28 June 1954 (just before the NNR was



392

declared) and represented a diverse cross-section of recreational and tourism 

agencies and organisations in Scotland, to the almost total exclusion of nature 

conservation interests. The meeting discussed mountain rescue initiatives, 

public access questions and facilities, and the thorny issue of access by-laws for 

the reserve (which never materialised). The Panel agreed to meet regularly, but 

there is no further archival (or other) record of this group meeting ag a in .T h e  

NC may have let the idea die as they felt swamped by such a forceful pro

recreation discussion group. Had this Panel been continued, some of the 

difficult visitor management problems that the NC faced in the 1960s and 

1970s might have been reduced.

The twenty-fifth meeting of the NC Scottish Committee in October 1954 

provided an opportunity for reflection on past achievements in NNR and Local 

Nature Reserve (LNR) designation. The NC owned three NNRs in Scotland at 

Beinn Eighe (1951), Morton Lochs (1952) and Tentsmuir Point (1954), 

alongside the Cairngorms NNR held with Nature Reserve Agreements. One 

LNR at Aberlady Bay had been declared in 1952 by agreements with East 

Lothian County Council. J.R. Matthews continued to express concern that 

public understanding of the NC role in the Cairngorms was poor, and “much 

more work must be done” to convince visitors that they would not be locked 

out of the NNR. The NC must undertake publicity (via lectures, press 

statements and radio interviews) to quash such public misunderstanding, 

Matthews believed, handing this job over to John Berry and J. Grant Roger. 

Matthews also asked that “a short paper setting forth the financial implications
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of the Cairngorm Agreements be circulated to members”. Extensions to the 

NNR were even discussed at this meeting, with Glen Feshie, Glenavon and 

Glen Quoich-Glen Lui high on the wish list, although E.M, Nicholson preached 

caution over this matter, worried that “the NC would no doubt be urged to add 

still other areas” Only in December 1954, did J, Grant Roger submit the first 

proposals for scientific research on the Cairngorms NNR to the Scottish 

Committee. The early focus would be on climatology, muirbum and moorland 

plant communities.^^

The NNR Infrastructure

After the formal declaration of the NNR in July 1954, it seems odd that the

search for a regional/reserve headquarters did not begin in earnest until March 

1959. There appeared to be little sense of urgency in this matter until June 

1959. Indeed, F.H.W. Green (NC Principal Scientific Officer — Meteorology) 

drafted a confidential memo to the NC Scottish Committee on 20 March 1959, 

titled ‘Proposed Speyside Field Station’, although this proposal was not 

formally completed until 1 June. A headquarters on Deeside was never 

considered as an option, but the memo urged quick action, and if possible, on 

Speyside:

“The desirability of having a Field Station in the vicinity of the 
Cairngorms Nature Reserve has been in view ever since the 
Reserve was acquired; the matter is now becoming urgent for the 
following reasons . . . ”

The reasons presented were ‘Red Deer’, ‘Meteorology’, ‘General Research’ 

and ‘Quinquennial Phased Programme’. This last reason was not expanded
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upon, though it probably relates to plans for extensions to the NNR. On the 

Deer issue, Green asked the NC to think ahead to the probable location of the 

proposed Red Deer Commission (RDC), suggesting that Inverness would be the 

likely base, and that the NC should respond to that and locate its scientists and 

stalkers (who would be working closely with the RDC) on Speyside/^ Under 

the heading of ‘General Research’, Green envisaged the Field Station as a 

centre of research excellence under immense scientific demand from outside 

and within the NC. The station should aim to get “effective research done in the 

Cairngorms Reserve”, by having “adequate field facilities”, and 

“accommodation for visiting scientists . . . working o n . . .  long assignments in 

the Highlands”. The remainder of Green’s memo is an attempt to urge the 

Scottish Committee to consider Grantown-on-Spey as a suitable location for 

such a Field Station. Green regarded Aviemore as, “not so desirable as 

Grantown as a place for resident staff to live at”, and likely to be plagued by 

“curiosity callers, as distinct from serious visitors, through being absolutely on 

road A9, Edinburgh to Inverness”. T h e  NC Scottish Committee nevertheless

pressed the Director-General (E.M. Nicholson) and the Director in Scotland  ̂ \
T \

(John Berry) to visit Aviemore and select a building, which they did on 21 June 0 

1959/'

The final selection of the property named Achantoul seems appropriate, as 

the house had been bought by the naturalist and wildlife photographer Seton 

Gordon in the Spring of 1923 as a residence close to his beloved Cairngorm 

mountains. The house is described by Raymond Eagle as, “a stone house, built
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on a slight bank on the west side of the road, with a magnificent view of the 

Cairngorms, particularly of the Lairig Ghru pass, which it faces directly"/^ It 

appears that Berry and Nicholson were initially looking only for a property to 

lease, and the NC did place advertisements to that end in the local press. 

Achantoul was chosen because of a purchase price of £2,500, and that an 

additional £400 would be spent on the property (£100 for internal decoration, 

£100 for contingencies and £200 to purchase a generator for the private 

electricity supply). It was envisaged that this expenditure should put the house 

in order for immediate use, and plans could now go ahead for its future 

development as a Field Station.™ The NC took over ownership of Achantoul on 

24 July 1959, and it was to be ready for occupation on 1 October 1959, initially 

by only, “the Deer and Climatological Units”, although possibly other staff 

from Edinburgh would be sent to this new station.’^

The first two wardens of the NNR in late 1954 were Archie MacDonald (a 

former gamekeeper), based at Achnagoichan Cottage on Rothiemurchus, who 

was responsible for the Speyside part of the reserve and Malcolm Douglas, 

based at Linn Cottage, Inverey, Braemar who looked after the Deeside part. The 

NC had leased Achnagoichan from the laird of Rothiemurchus in October 1953 

for an annual rent of £10. By the end of 1955, the Deeside warden had moved 

into Lilybank Cottage in Braemar, which the NC purchased in November 1954 

for £1,000. Cairngorms NNR Reserve signs were first purchased and erected in 

1955, as part of the wardening information service. The wardening staff on the 

NNR grew in line with extensions to the NNR made in January 1963 and May
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1966. A wooden hut was also erected near Derry Lodge in 1955 for the use of 

the wardening staff as an overnight shelter. The use of Summer (seasonal) 

wardens was only suggested in September 1969 as a late response to growing 

numbers of visitors in the Aviemore area.’̂  This short section of the chapter 

shows the administrative mechanics necessary to get a reserve up and running 

with a headquarters and wardens and staff in post; it is noticeable that the 

wardening staff were put in place well before the NC scientific staff were given 

a Field Station from which to work from, although it will later be revealed that 

the NC were generally slow to react to the challenges of visitor management in 

the area. However, as the first ‘Management Plan’ of 1958 suggested the NNR 

was not created to be a visitors’ playground, rather its primary focus was the 

conservation of native woodlands and mountain habitats, “so that these may 

persist and develop naturally with a minimum of interference . . .  but controlled 

to some extent by scientific management based on observation, experience and 

experiment”. There would be some attempt to rehabilitate areas of felled 

woodland, and to observe levels of natural regeneration in the pinewoods. The 

NNR was to be an open-air laboratory for all types of “meteorological, 

geological and biological” research and experiments.'73

Early Scientific Research and Management 1954-1966

An early aspect of NC research in the NNR was the climatological work of

F.H.W. Green, who had brought this specialist Icnowledge to the Aviemore Field 

Station, which was under his directorship. The tradition of meteorological 

observations in the Cairngorms dates back to the establishment of a weather
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station at Braemar in 1855 on the initiative of Prince Albert, and the formation 

of the Scottish Meteorological Society in that year. Daily observations did not ^
f
»

begin at Balmoral until February 1906, but it has been suggested that Castle \Sr ^  ' 

Ne we in Strathdon began recording weather data in 1833.’" A ‘Cairngorms 

Weather Survey’ took place in 1953 by Cambridge and London Universities 

and Scout groups, and as a result of this work the fledgling NC presence in the 

Cairngorms inherited over 25,000 observations from five sites in the mountains, 

alongside temperature values from stations at Glenmore Lodge, Dalwhinnie and 

Braemar. In 1954, the NC sponsored other meteorological recordings on Ben 

Lawers and on Beinn Eighe NNR. The focus of this work was recording 

temperature values and ranges, and linking this to plant growth.’̂  Writing in 

1955, Green saw his early research as defining the climatic environment of the 

Cairngorms, in terms of micro/macroclimatology, and in particular providing 

evidence of the factors that inhibited Scots Pine growth; and mapping the 

indices of ‘maritime-ness’ which he believed increased as one ascended 

mountains. He championed the ceaseless comparison of results from other 

upland areas with the Cairngorms NNR results, to ascertain the effects of 

climate and altitude on flora and fauna.’̂  Much of this work was of a pioneering 

nature, especially the evaporation studies at Achnagoichan from 1955, along 

with daily records there of rain or snowfall, vapour pressure, relative humidity 

and wind speed. The information gathered in these long-term studies over the 

decades after 1953 has been used by animal and plant ecologists on upland sites 

across the UK. It has been the “high-altitude ironmongery” assembled on the
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summit of Cairn Germ over 1975/77 by the Meteorological Office and Heriot- 

Watt University, that has witnessed the most public use of scientific research 

from the Cairngorms: mountaineers, hillwalkers, naturalists and the operators 

of the chairlift rely heavily on hourly recordings from this weather station, 

which has given “documentaiy evidence for the contention that the weather of 

our hills for their height, is amongst the most testing in the world”7’

An early experiment that the NC inherited on the Cairngorms NNR was the 

re-introduction of Reindeer, first conceived by Mikel Utsi in 1947 on a visit to 

Scotland. Their re-introduction as mere curiosities had been attempted as far 

back as the eighteenth century in Atholl forest, and in 1820 on Mar. In the late 

1940s, Utsi identified certain lichens in the Cairngorms as an ideal food source 

upon which to base the first experimental phase of the Reindeer programme, 

using animals from his own Swedish Lapland herd. The first animals arrived in 

1952, with further additions in 1954, 1955 and 1961. The early formation of the 

Reindeer Council of the United Kingdom in 1949, was probably instrumental in 

securing the long-term future of the Reindeer herd, despite the fact that they 

were initially restricted to unsuitable fenced ground for two years, and did not 

start to breed successfully until May 1955.’® Earlier in September 1952, the NC 

Scottish Committee had discussed the original importation of eight Reindeer to 

the Cairngorms in the light of the deaths of three animals, and after a site visit 

by J. Walton and G.M. Yonge of the committee. There were quarantine health 

worries for the Scottish Committee to consider, and they urged that any dead 

Reindeer should be thoroughly examined in future.’̂  Over the early 1950s, the
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NC had a lukewarm enthusiasm to the entire Reindeer programme, and in May 

1953, the Scottish Committee refused to offer further approval to the project 

until a probationary period was over in May 1955. J. Grant Roger reported that 

he had attended an examination of the stomach contents of a Reindeer, and had 

observed that it contained no lichens, but a variety o f grasses, sedges and the 

leaves of young willows and b irches,w hich suggests the animals did slow the 

regeneration levels of some tree species.

The Reindeer were held on fenced grazing land below Moormore leased 

from Grant of Rothiemurchus, and on a small fenced plantation in Glenmore by 

Sluggan road which had been deliberately chosen in 1953 to demonstrate to 

doubters that the animals would not browse Scots Pine seedlings and thus clash 

with nature conservation values. By 1956, the Department of Agriculture for 

Scotland had recognised that Reindeer could live and breed in the Cairngorms, 

and this opened the way for a British Reindeer Company to start to build up a 

free-ranging commercial herd, continue basic research on the species and allow 

tourists access to the animals. In 1957, there were sixteen Reindeer; by 1971, 

the herd was over ninety strong; 280 Reindeer were bom in the Cairngorms 

from 1963-1975. The Reindeer caused the NC in Aviemore a number of 

problems, stemming from the fact that the animals wandered at will up onto the 

Cairngorm plateau, and drew in visitors. Over the 1950s and 1960s, the 

Reindeer often grazed on Cairn Gorm and Ben MacDhui in the Summer, and in 

the Winter could be found near the new ski slopes searching for scraps. 

J. Walton had urged in January 1954, that the Reindeer must be kept away from
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all areas “of outstanding botanical interest”, and should not be oh unfenced land

adjacent to the proposed NNR.®̂  In the 1960s, the NC became irritated by a

public misunderstanding that linked the animals to the NC’s nature

conservation work. An amusing example of this problem of Reindeer within the

NNR occurred in March 1965, as John Forsyth noted in his monthly ‘Report':

“On March 20^ I spoke to an Oxford student who had camped the 
previous night at Corrour Bothy. He stated that he had some 
difficulty in keeping his tent up because of reindeer pestering for 
titbits of food. I have heard of several instances recently of 
reindeer kicking out at visitors to Cairngorm and have seen a 
reindeer raking about the car park there, looking for scraps like a 
mongrel dog. Some people link the reindeer with the Nature 
Conservancy, which I feel is unfortunate.”®̂

A large pencil exclamation mark was placed next to this text by someone at 

Edinburgh NC headquarters, but the Reindeer problem never went away, and as 

the recreational potential of these animals grew over the 1970s and 1980s, the 

Cairngorm Reindeer herd became a major tourist attraction in the area that, 

during the winter when the animals were unfenced, had a physical impact on 

the NNR.

From the mid-1950s, the protection and regeneration of the native 

pinewoods was viewed as “the most important conservation requirement”, and 

scientific work to achieve this was called for in the ‘Management Plan’ of 

1958. This built upon a call to “secure woodlands as Nature Reserves before 

they disappeared”, made by J.R. Matthews of the NC Scottish Committee in 

November 1953; at the same meeting D.N. McVean urged the exchange of 

expertise and scientific knowledge regarding Highland woodlands, between the
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NC and FC/" The NC Scottish Committee discussed ‘Highland Pine Forests’ on 

two fronts — research and conservation, in January 1957. Although preaching 

the “need for economy in planning fencing lines”, the committee agreed “that 

research on natural regeneration was a legitimate subject of research for the 

Conservancy”, but it was important to begin soon to put “actual trees on the 

ground”.®"* The committee was running behind operations on the NNRs 

somewhat, as experimental regeneration work had begun at Beinn Eighe NNR 

in 1953 and on the Cairngorms NNR in 1955. At the wetter Beinn Eighe NNR 

there was concern that the pinewood was not able to regenerate naturally, and 

thus a debate over the 1950s about the level of intervention needed. On the 

drier Cairngorms NNR this debate appears not to have taken place, as 

pinewoods such as Rothiemurchus were viewed as being able to regenerate 

naturally as was indeed noted in the first ‘Management Plan’. The bulk of NC 

research done on Scots Pine in this period was conducted by D.N. McVean 

(Senior Scientific Pfficer at Anancaun Field Station, Kinlochewe). In the mid- 

1950s the emphasis was placed on re-establishing trees on sites where wartime 

felling had taken place, by active management based on seed collection and 

spot sowing. In 1955, McVean began spot sowing on Invereshie and in Glen 

Einich. In March 1956, J. Grant Roger explained to the NC Land Agent, 

J.C. Arbuthnott, that experimental fencing was to be erected in Glen Derry. Two 

woodland plots were fenced against grazing animals, one to be dug over, the 

other burnt, the object of this experiment being “the study of Scots Pine 

regeneration under the conditions mentioned”. Two additional areas of pasture
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on the Derry ‘flats’ were to be fenced, manured and one was sown with grass 

seed, “to study the effects on the growth and composition of the pasture . . .  and 

to investigate the possibility of improving the grazings”/^ Spot sowing was also 

undertaken in 1956 on Invereshie and Rothiemurchus, over 2,000 spots 

recording an 80% success rate. All the experimental plots were closely 

monitored by NC staff and McVean in these early years of experimentation, and 

rock phosphate was added to some seedlings; seedling size and light intensity 

measurements were taken to compare results with Beinn Eighe. In September 

1956, a morning was spent “demonstrating the results of certain plots” on 

Rothiemurchus to the laird, who must have taken a keen interest in this work 

for in 1958 he allowed the NC to create seedling beds at Achnagoichan, and 

later a tree nursery there in 1962.®̂

The Achnagoichan tree nursery remained in seedling production until 1975; 

in 1972, it recorded its maximum annual production of 20,000 plants. The bulk 

of the nursery was devoted to Scots Pine, but Rowan, Alder and Birch seedlings 

were planted out in small quantities. In March 1959 at the start of this venture, 

the NC warden cut a hundred square feet of nursery beds, a half of which was 

to be supplied by an eight volt soil heating unit.*’ Ownership of Invereshie 

allowed the NC to concentrate their planting and experiments there, and in June 

1961 Kenneth M. Wallace wrote of the success of the ‘Conservation Planting’ 

to NC Edinburgh. He noted that “the protection from grazing provided by the 

fencing had caused an upsurge of natural regeneration of pine and birch on the 

lower slopes especially, with some patches of rowan and clumps of willow also
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recovering”, which he felt fully justified the expense of fencing and 

maintenance. There had been some damage to seedlings in the upper plots of 

Invereshie by hares, but “the abundance of natural regeneration showing” was 

very encouraging.** In May 1963, Donald McVean looked back on the success 

of his Glen Einich experimental plot from 1955, conceding that it was a small 

scale undertaking that had proved that spot sowing gave seedlings a better start 

than broadcast sowing could on heather sward. The Einich seedlings came 

above the heather (at six inches tall) after five/seven years, but some super 

phosphate and potash fertiliser was used on some spot sowings. In the 1960s, 

the regeneration experiments on the NNR became more elaborate, although 

Inshriach was little used as it was seen as primarily a wintering ground for deer. 

McVean published the results of much of his work in the Journal o f  Ecology, 

and these papers along with Steven and Carlisle’s The Native Pinewoods o f  

Scotland (1959) still have great scientific value to the conservation 

management of native pinewoods. In 1963, McVean urged the NO to use only 

locally collected seed in their regeneration work, and to proceed by planting up 

gaps in open forest and extend pine stands by sowing and planting, and fencing 

off potential regeneration sites.*® In the long run these efforts have maintained 

and established Scots Pine on parts of the NNR where none would have 

developed had an interventionist approach not been taken. It was important that 

these young plantations were of local and native provenance. Another view is 

that this pro-active management has damaged the natural integrity of the NNR, 

and that the use of enclosures for forest regeneration has just delayed the need
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to confront the real causes of poor regeneration, namely high dêer numbers and 

overgrazing. In 1976, the Achnagoichan nursery was closed down; during the 

1970s only limited experimental work was done in Glen Feshie, with four 

fenced plots installed in 1975, with collections of pine and juniper seed there.

Extensions to the NNR1963-1970

As early in the life of the NNR as October 1954, discussions started as

regards extensions to the reserve. The period of actual expansion began in 

January 1963 with the addition of 19,133 acres of Glen Feshie by Nature 

Reserve Agreement with Sir Ewen Macpherson-Grant of Ballindalloch. This 

brought the total area o f the NNR up to 52,822 acres, “reinforcing its status as 

one of the most important Nature Reserves in Europe”.̂® In May 1966, a second 

extension was made under Nature Reserve Agreement to obtain 5,296 acres of 

Glen Avon, owned by Major George Seton Wills, giving a total NNR area of 

64,118 acres.^  ̂ Over 1970, the NO purchased Inshriach Estate which they 

merged with Invereshie as a single management unit, keeping the hill ground 

for the NNR, but selling off the arable land for profit. In January 1971, 

J. Morton Boyd (Director NC Scotland) told the Scottish Committee that 

ownership of Inshriach “strengthened the Conservancy’s hand in the 

Cairngorms area".̂

Scientific Research and Management 1966-1980

This section of the chapter is by far the most difficult to write as the public

archives of the NCC in Scotland are closed for inspection after 1973 and the 

archival deposits at the SNH office in Aviemore run out around the same date.



405

Indeed, the amount of material relating to the Cairngorms NNR declines 

markedly after 1966 in the minutes of the NC Scottish Committee. There is a 

real sense that once the NNR is established, the Scottish Committee turns its 

attention to the important selection and consideration of other sites. This 

conclusion is supported by the fact that the archive file in the SRO that holds 

material from 1949-1954 abounds with Cairngorms material, whilst a later file 

from 1968-1973 holds almost no mention of the NNR of any note. An 

additional problem is that the first revision of the NNR ‘Management Plan’ was 

made in 1967 to cover only the years up to 1971. However, it appears that the 

NC/NCC did not prepare a new management scheme until 1987, which falls 

outwith the scope of this study and was withheld from the author’s view due to 

its relevance to current policies. This suggests that from 1971 to 1987 at least, 

the NNR was functioning outside of the guidelines of a management structure, 

or that the 1967 ‘Management Plan’ was simply extended to last twenty years. 

Dick Balhany has suggested that both the NC and NCC did mean to update the 

1967 ‘Management Plan’ but never got beyond the discussion stage in the 

1970s, save for 1976 when a ‘Perpetuation and Appreciation’ objective 

emerged which sought to protect the biological and physical features of the 

NNR with a minimum of human interference, and to encourage the appreciation 

and study of the flora and fauna without destroying the natural qualities of the 

area.^  ̂The inability of the NC/NCC to respond to new environmental, political 

and recreational developments in the area after 1967, by producing updates of 

the management strategy, must be seen as a failure on their part.
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In 1959, when the Speyside Field Station was opened one of the first units 

to come north from Edinburgh was the Deer Research and Survey team under 

V.P.W. Lowe, who were to play a “full part in informing and advising the Red 

Deer Commission on scientific aspects of the work".^ Although the bulk of the 

NC’s research on Red Deer would take place on Rhum after 1957/^ the 

Cairngorms NNR saw the NC involved in both deer management, control and 

research. In 1954, part of the Mar Estate in the NNR at Glen Geusachan was set 

aside as a Deer Sanctuary from which visitors were excluded between August 

and November, so as not to disturb the estate stalking. In the period 1954-1976 

the NC/NCC managed first Invereshie and then Invereshie-Inshriach as a 

traditional sporting estate. The number of stags taken by a shooting tenant was 

determined by tradition, not science, and the venison was sold on, raising 

around £130 a year in the mid-1960s. The hinds were shot by NC staff. 

However, a change of policy came in 1976 on the initiative of R. Balharry, 

which sought to ‘control’ deer numbers on this land by reducing the deer 

population to a level that would allow natural regeneration of the forest.®® From 

1976, the number of deer annually shot on Invereshie was doubled in 

comparison to the former sporting management policy, and the effectiveness of 

this policy change has been revealed in high levels of birch and pine 

regeneration at the site. The scientific impulse for the new management strategy 

dates back to 1966 and the creation of the NC Range Ecology Group who were 

based in Glen Feshie until 1974. Their second progress report covering 1969- 

1971, revealed that science proved that the natural regeneration of birch and
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pine would not occur, until the deer population on the NNR was drastically 

reduced. Most of the damage to seedlings was done by grazing, but some were 

uprooted or trampled. O f 150 seedlings planted at different sites in the glen in 

1969, only 11% remained a year later; all “tall and conspicuous seedlings” (the 

most healthy) were taken. Over the years 1968-1971, the NC, Glen Feshie 

Estate and the RDC were shooting the traditional cull of 120 stags and around 

250 hinds out of a total glen deer population of c.2,360.^^ Some of this range 

research was of a basic nature, and it did not take into account any sporting, 

economic and landuse considerations facing the landowner, but the research did 

challenge the validity of previous deer management policies on the NNR; it 

also brought the conflicts between landowners and the NC/NCC out into the 

open by the mid-1970s. The NC Scottish Committee recognised the limitations 

of Glen Feshie as a place for “experimental and critical studies” in July 1969, 

and called for the acquisition of another mainland deer forest which they could 

own.^" A month prior to this they had outlined the nature of their working 

relationship with Glen Feshie Estate through an agreement with West Highland 

Woodlands, which granted facilities for deer research in the glen co-ordinated 

by a Management Committee. The NC also spoke of financial constraints in its 

research budgeting in the late 1960s which “may affect the nature and 

magnitude of the manpower available for deer range research at Glenfeshie”. 

They looked forward to the 1970s and a better understanding of the principles 

governing “the inter-relations between deer and their habitat, as a foundation 

for the future management of Highland environments in the long-term”.®®
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The ‘Management Plan’ of 1967 invoked a new role for the NNR in the 

late 1960s and into the 1970s, that of “a wilderness zone in the wider 

Cairngorms area”. This was done to protect the reserve from the rapid tourism 

development in the Aviemore area during the early 1960s; the NC was not 

going to allow any development to take place within the NNR boundaries. 

Indeed, the NC would maintain a ban on camping, increase fire-fighting 

precautions and outlaw certain recreational ac tiv itie s .H ere  was confirmation 

that a nature reserve originally established as a representative example of a 

unique upland environment and a place for potential research, was now forced 

to confront a new challenge, that of tourism and visitor management, which 

arguably came to dominate the life of the NNR to the present day. The 

management of recreation was to become far more time-consuming for 

NC/NCC staff than the promotion of new nature conservation initiatives.

Visitor Management

The first ‘Management Plan’ of 1958 makes little mention of public access 

to the reserve, although visitors were given open access at all times of year, 

apart from onto the Mar Estate during the stalking season. Certain rights of way 

such as the Lairig Ghru and Lairig Laoigh were identified, but all permission to 

camp had to be sought from the NC or landowners. Some limited advice was 

given on mountain safety, although this was derived from the public 

consultation for the 1957 Inverness-shire Police Committee pamphlet. The 

Price PaidP^ It was not felt necessary in the late 1950s to establish any fenced 

or prohibited areas on the NNR as a safeguard against the effects of visitor
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access, presumably because the NC were uncertain of just how many visitors 

would come, although tradition going back to the nineteenth century should 

have warned them. They made no formal provisions, and were caught off 

guard, as early as 1962.

The warden’s monthly/annual reports to Edinburgh headquarters show the

start of this problem. The Summer of 1960 brought “birdwatchers, students and

hikers”, and whilst these individuals behaved responsibly, organised parties of

the Military and SCPR were criticised for taking liberties with training in the

area. Witness Archie MacDonald:

“In my opinion there is far more disturbance caused to wildlife at 
certain times of the year by these large organised parties than 
there is from small parties of people who go for the love of the 
hills, or to observe wildlife and plants in their natural conditions.”

MacDonald added that this was a developing situation that “I respectfully

suggest will have to be looked into in the future”. I n  1962, Mac]X>nald

reported that litter was becoming a problem, especially at the popular Loch an

Eilein.^°" Restricting access was not considered as an option; the NC Scientific

Officer praised the recreational potential of the NNR in September 1962,

obviously confident that visitors were not yet interfering with scientific

research or with wildlife:

“. . . elsewhere in the Highlands grouse shooting activities often 
deter hillwalkers, so, for the large number of people who 
normally take their holidays in August, the Cairngorms Reseiwe, 
being predominantly a deer forest, does have great amenity 
value,
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Warden John Forsyth recorded high numbers of visitors in August 1964,

and found great difficulty in removing campers from quieter parts of the

reserve; “One often hears the protest, ‘But we don’t like the official sites.

They’re too crowded’. This, in August, is a true statement and there is no doubt

that additional camping and caravanning sites will shortly be required in this

area”. Over the course of August 1964, Forsyth had cause to stop and challenge

the following; some long-distance runners around Loch an Eilein; a bugler

practising on Creagan-bun-Suinn; pony-trekkers and cycling clubs and people

in several small boats on Loch an Eilein. A wide diversity of recreational

interest is represented here, but Forsyth probably found these visitors a shade

less eccentric in their pursuits than the family he had encountered in July.

“One man, a member of the British Safari Club, appeared to think 
that he was entitled to take his landrover anywhere he pleased and 
was obviously out looking for ‘giants to kill’. He stated that he 
and his family went ‘on safari’ every weekend. He was checked, 
while attempting to force a crossing by the stream between Loch- 
an-Eilein and Loch Gamhna.”*®̂

Such pressure on the NNR was bound to force a response from the NC, and 

it came in late 1964, prompted by a series of meetings. J. Grant Roger came to 

Aviemore in October to meet with the wardens to discuss “the whole question 

of the tourist”, in light of the projected holiday developments in the area.^”’ The 

NNR warden, Archie MacDonald appears to have taken the visitor management 

issue to heart over the 1960s, and he regularly warned NC Edinburgh that 

inaction on the subject would prove disastrous in the long run. In November 

1964, a serendipitous meeting of MacDonald, Major Drake of Inshriach and
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Grant of Rothiemurchus at Aviemore rail station resulted in an hour long 

discussion on Cairngorm tourism. MacDonald wrote of this to J.G. Roger, that 

“it was pleasing to hear the whole Tourist Board outlook on the Highlands 

politely shot for six”. He added a caveat; . . one thing I do know, as long as 

we manage the Cairngorms Nature Reserve as a RESERVE, the answer is 

simple . . .  i f  s only when we let other interests turn it into a playground or a 

National Park that it becomes difficult”. Ten years after the creation of the 

NNR, the NC had awoken to the issue of visitor management and were slowly 

realising that access to the reserve was to be inexorably linked to the 

accommodation infrastructure in the wider Cairngorms area and burgeoning 

tourism developments in Strathspey. Forsyth drafted a memo in November 

1964, ‘Public Facilities —  Cairngorms NNR’, where he proposed that the NC 

adopt the ‘honeypot area’ solution to visitor management, predicting the 

possibility of restricted access in the years to come: “our efforts should be 

concentrated on channelling the public to certain areas and that it might be a 

good plan to accustom the public to the idea of restricted access before this 

becomes a necessary fact”. He also concluded that signposting the reserve from 

regional roads was undesirable, as it would “inevitably attract people out of 

sheer curiosity, thereby adding to public pressure on the area”.‘°̂  The end of 

1964 saw the first NC visitor survey, conducted on Rothiemurchus. Interviews 

with nine visitors revealed that all came to the NNR for “peace and quietness”; 

seven of the nine were professional people; all were Scots; two had known the 

area since 1926, two others from before 1939; two visitors were skiers; four
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visitors described themselves as casual photographers, and all enjoyed seeing

wildlife. All displayed a strong sense of the aesthetic, as Forsyth explained:

“Six expressed an abhorrence of developments in connection with 
tourists and skiers in the Loch Morlich/Caimgorm area. Four 
compared it with Blackpool and two said they would never go 
back on Cairngorm. All stated that they would not like to see 
better access for motor vehicles, and all felt that Glen Einich 
should remain closed to traffic.”"®

Discussions began in 1965 to publish and market a visitor pamphlet for the 

NNR, which was eventually published in 1966 after liaison with landowners 

and recreation organisations. Its launch was linked to the NC display at the 

White Lady Shieling on Cairn Gorm in a joint venture with NTS to highlight 

the fragile ecosystem of the mountains.

By the mid-1960s the decision to make Rothiemurchus (in particular, Loch 

an Eilein) the focus for visitor management had spawned the idea of a regulated 

Nature Trail on the NNR. It was conceived on the existing tradition of visitor 

concentration on the Rothiemurchus Estate, and built along the 1832 carriage 

road constructed there by the Duchess of Bedford. Opened in June 1965, it 

proved a very successful venture hosting around 35,000 visitors over the period 

1965-1969. An indication of its popularity can be derived from visitor counts 

and/or the take-up of a trail leaflet, priced at 6d. in 1969, as displayed below.’112
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TABLE 9

Visitors to the Loch an Eilein Nature Trail 1965-1976

Monthly Totals Annual Totals

Month Number of 
leaflets sold

Year Number of leaflets 
sold or visitors

June 1967 i;#8 1965 c. 5,000
June 1968 1,674 1966 c. 7,500
June 1969 1,298 1967 c. 8,000

1971 (3 weeks) 5,123 (cars) 1968 8,139
1969 c. 7,000
1970 7,327
1973 10,370
1975 c. 18,000 (visitors)
1976 c.20,000 (visitors)

(Source: Achantoul SNH)

In July 1965, the NC put together an exhibit that blended wildlife with

human histoiy and recreation in the Cairngorms titled, ‘Man and Nature in

Speyside’, for the STB holiday festival at the Aviemore Centre. The obvious

popularity of structured visitor facilities on the NNR forced the NC to consider

expanding the nature trail idea; in July 1967, J. Eggeling and J.G. Roger

proposed the construction of an Achlean Nature Trail in Glen Feshie, also to

keep people on the lower ground and thus away from the sensitive Dotterel

breeding area on the high tops. An observation platform was to be constructed

to give visitors a panoramic view of the glen, and to allow them to observe Red

Deer;“  ̂ the recreational watching of deer species had been instigated by the PC

at Grizedale (in Westmorland) during the late 1960s and proved a popular and

diverse use of forest land. The trail was opened by the landowner. Lord
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Dulverton, on 11 June 1970, and in its short life recorded these visitor numbers, 

in what is a more remote part of the NNR.̂ '̂*

TABLE 10

Visitors to the Achlean Nature Trail 1970-1973

Annual Totals

Year Number of visitors or leaflets sold
1970 836
1971 c.3,000 (visitors)
1973 2,450

(Source: Achantoul SNH)

The Achlean Nature Trail was closed in the Summer of 1975 due to the

inability of the NCC, the local crofter and Lord Dulverton to agree on a visitor

management strategy for the site. TheNCC had also become concerned about

visitor overuse of the valuable fragile remnant of Scots Pine at Badan Mosach

as people came to view the waterfall there. Surprisingly, the observation tower

was not removed until July 1978, after Lord Dulverton complained to the NCC

that visitors were wandering all over Glen Feshie searching for it, and footpath

erosion on the route to the tower was getting worse. Dulverton was angered that

there appeared to be no NCC management at the site.“^

In 1969, the NC and Rothiemurchus undertook an unofficial review of

public facilities within the NNR, after the warden David Holland had identified

a new focus for the litter problem at the Shelter Stone and on the plateau, and

questioned the role of organised parties within the reserve, in particular

‘Highland Guides’; “these guided parties may prove to be the biggest danger

from the public pressure aspect”, he argued."® During September 1969,
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Ted Hammond (Assistant Regional Officer, NC Aviemore) met with J.R Grant

of Rothiemurchus to discuss the future wardening strategy on the NNR. Both

felt that the passive visitor information service based on leaflets and nature

trails could no longer cope, and that a new line of thought was needed.

Hammond suggested, “the provision of a first class information service in terms

of information centres coupled to a seasonal wardening service”, to run

alongside the present system. The laird of Rothiemurchus seemed to like this

change in policy, and offered the NC the use of an old cottage at Loch an

Eilein, which in 1964 he had wanted to convert into a ‘tea and refreshmenf

place but had withdrawn the proposal in 1965 under NC pressure. The NC

obtained a lease for the cottage in 1970, and the visitor centre was opened on

1 July 1972 by Sir Frank Fraser Darling, with an associated exhibition, ‘The

Native Pinewoods’. Hammond also spoke of the importance of linking the NC

visitor facilities with those in the wider Cairngorms area, as the NC seemed

slow to involve itself in the public relations work associated with nature

conservation. Anti-vandalism measures had now to be a part of the NNR visitor

management strategy, due to the “changing pattern of the type of visitors now

using Speyside”. The wardening service must strike at the heart of the problem

for the first time, “nearest to the greatest density of visitors”. His final warning

to NC headquarters stands even today as a prophetic statement on the

conflicting demands of nature conservation and recreation:

“It is my considered opinion that if the Conservancy do not soon 
take a more positive approach in the field of visitor reception, 
control and education on the Cairngorms, all the previous years
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work in promoting conservation in the area will evaporate in the 
face of growing tourist and commercial pressures and eventually 
compromise the very existence of this, the largest Reserve.”*’’

During the 1970s the NC/NCC made some limited advances in the 

provision of visitor services, often linking these to the growing demand for 

environmental education. They also conducted further visitor surveys to 

ascertain popular perceptions and expectations of the NNR. The future visitor 

policy was laid out in the ‘Management Plan’ of 1967, where “priority of 

interest will be given to a programme in which foci of interest are provided for 

the public at the main access points and in the zones most vulnerable to 

damage. Away from these points it is proposed that little or no development 

should take place”."® With this a new line was taken in selling nature 

conservation to the public through the high-profile wardening service, guided 

walks, and infonnation centres. To boost the public image of the NC and 

NNRs, a Speyside Wildlife Group was founded in 1972, but had been 

abandoned as a forum to lessen landuse conflict by 1977, due to the competing 

interests of its member organisations. The NCC established their own internal 

discussion group on visitor management in 1974, called the ‘Cairngorm Users’, 

which sought to blend official nature conservation policies with the wishes of 

other interested organisations. It met during 1975/76 but was declared 

unnecessary with the appointment in 1977 of a seasonal (May to October) NCC 

Countryside Conservation Officer, based in the Aviemore Tourist Board 

Office."^ Nature conservation was learning how to live with popular recreation 

in a region of expanding tourism activity.
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The Glen Ëlnich Water Scheme

The quickening pace of development and tourism provision on Speyside in

the mid-1960s created infrastructure demands that the burgeoning centre of 

Aviemore placed on its environs. One o f the most pressing concerns was the 

water supply to the town, and this had important ramifications for the NNR and 

recreation in the area. In 1964, Inverness County Council put forward a 

proposal to make use of Loch Einich on Rothiemurchus under a Spey Valley 

Water Scheme, in an attempt to run slightly ahead of all proposed development 

in the region and thus, “have under consideration the question of the provision 

of water supply for the large hotel and tourist development at Aviemore and 

Coylumbridge”. The scheme, using Loch Einich as a source, would cost around 

£600,000 and offer the local communities about three times the amount of 

water they then re c e iv e d .A  central figure in the coming debate was the 

landowner, J.P. Grant, who had been initially approached earlier in 1964 by the 

County Water Engineer for permission to allow a survey to be made. Grant was 

caught in a dilemma because he was a supporter of regulated tourist 

development in the area, and held a Nature Reserve Agreement with the NC. In 

discussions with the County Council, Grant asked that the route of the proposed 

pipeline could be brought near the northern shore of Loch an Eilein to supply 

his proposed venture of “a tea and refreshment premises which it is intended to 

build at Loch an Eilein”, as well as houses on the Feshie Bridge to Aviemore 

country road.^^  ̂He was obviously determined that the estate was not to miss out
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on the bounty of piped water from its own loch, especially if others would fund 

the scheme.

The proposal caught the NC by surprise, as in fact did Grant’s suggestion

of a tearoom at Loch an Eilein. John Arbuthnott was bemused:

"Food for thought indeed. If Loch Einich is to be a water supply it 
should certainly never be the terminal of a dead-end road! What 
about this ‘tea and refreshment’ place at Loch-an-Eilein? Have 
we heard of this before”.

NC headquarters felt that a line of communication had broken down, and that

they had been left in the dark about development proposals that would affect

the NNR. J. Grant Roger was reprimanded:

“You must keep us better informed. I note from Colonel Grant’s 
letter that he informed you of this project ‘some time ago’. The 
Chairman is particularly anxious that no projected development in 
the Cairngorms should escape our notice or consideration at the I
earliest possible stage”. j

By mid-December 1964, Inverness County Council via the SDD had decided to 

divide the projected scheme into distinct stages, with a first phase priced at 

£110,000, whereby the pipes would not be taken right up to Loch Einich, but 

instead a temporary intake would be made at the Am Beanaidh below its 

confluence with the Allt Druidh.’̂ '̂

This readjustment of the magnitude of the scheme seemed to satisfy the 

NC, as no further record exists of their debate on this issue and they gave 

formal agreement rapidly in January 1965 to the interim project, but reserved 

their position as regards the entire project. At no stage was any mention made 

by the NC that they felt the scheme to be damaging to the integrity of the NNR,



419

or that nature conservation values were having to accommodate an intrusion 

into an NNR because of new infrastructure demands from the neighbouring 

tourism industry. Work began on phase one of the Einich Water Scheme in 1966 

and the whole project was finished by 1975. The pipeline carrying the water 

was buried to a depth of one metre and was identified with concrete surface 

markers. The extraction pipeline ran six miles down the glen to heading tanks, 

where pressure was built up to push the water onwards. Over the late 1970s and 

1980s the scheme was dogged with structural and pressure problems and the 

NCC found the situation to be intolerable; in any proposed new work on the 

pipeline, the water authorities have played on the strength of their legislation to 

act in the public interest above legislation promoting nature reserves.

The Final Analysis

The creation of NM ls was a unique designation held by the NC alone. The

reserves were set up before SSSIs were given any teeth, and the NC in the years 

after 1949 was looking for representative sites reflecting a broad range of 

habitats in the UK. There were two goals in these early years when rapid site 

acquisition was to the fore, namely, to preserve fauna and flora on the NNR and 

to conduct scientific research. In the late 1940s there was a real concern 

amongst ecologists that the best examples of wild Britain would not survive 

long into the 1950s, indeed there had been some attrition in the quality of 

certain nominated nature reserves over the 1940s as the political nature reserves 

debate matured. The key issue was ovraership of the land. If  the NC purchased 

and thus owned the NNR then they were able to undertake all the scientific and
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management projects they wished. However, if they had to enter into Nature 

Reserve Agreements with landowners to create the NNR, their presence was 

weakened from the outset. Certainly, in the 1950s they took a very hesitant, at 

time apologetic line with landowners; a booklet of 1954 explaining the role of 

NNRs was little more than an apologia to farmers and landed interest. The 

NC/NCC only owned a small part of the Cairngorms NNR, and it is apparent 

that under the existing agreements with landowners they both were unable to 

deliver a sustainable future for the visions and objectives inherent in the 

original reserve designation. Discussion and debate with landowners slowed 

down policy initiatives enormously after 1954. For the NC/NCC real strength 

over the management of the NNR depended on their ownership of it, or at least 

substantial powers to ensure good, sympathetic management practice for nature 

conservation by the landowners through the voluntary principle. However, in 

1954 the NC could not be blamed for embarking down the road of Nature 

Reserve Agreements with landowners, as this was the only option open to them, 

and it was the first time in Scotland that such agreements had been tried. The 

Swedish biologist, Kai Curry-Lindahl, has examined the issue of statutory 

powers of compulsory purchase held by the NC/NCC in Great Britain and 

concluded (in 1974) that they had been wise to avoid utilising this power, as so 

many NNRs would not have been established. Indeed, in 1954 it was politically 

impractical for the NC to invoke compulsory purchase of land in the 

Cairngorms. However, by 1988 Curry-Lindahl had changed his mind, and now 

used the Cairngorms NNR as an example of a “situation where the ultimate line
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of defence has to be put in action”, and compulsory acquisition should occur to 

protect valuable areas. He concluded by stating that it would be desirable if the 

largest and most important NNRs in Great Britatin “could be taken over entirely 

as soon as possible by a single authority such as the NCC”, as only in such a 

way would the long-term interests of nature conservation be best served.

As they stood, we do know that the Nature Reserve Agreements left all 

traditional sporting estate management in the hands of the landowners. The 

agreements only gave the NC/NCC limited rights on the NNR which allowed 

them to appoint wardens, to carry out and control scientific research and to 

erect reserve signs. There were some restrictions imposed on landowners (for 

which compensation was given) as regards muirbum, the use of fertiliser and 

the shooting of pest or game species: this last condition established the 

contentious protection zone for Ptarmigan on Rothiemurchus. In the wider 

scheme of things, the NC/NCC had few powers to control forestry operations or 

the culling of red deer on the NNR, and estates that chose to pursue purely game 

management policies were not willing to abandon these rights. However, the 

NC/NCC did not lead by example. They managed the land that they owned at 

Invereshie-Inshriach (12% of the NNR) as a traditional sporting estate, and 

Dick Balharry has spoken of how the first NNR wardens were selected from a 

gamekeeping background so as to consolidate NC/NCC control of stalking 

rights and venison sales, over the period 1954-1976; this must be seen as a 

failure in the conservation management of a high profile NNR.‘"° Indeed, the 

Cairngorms NNR did not live up to what the public would expect of a nature
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reserve, principally because of the NC/NCC’s lack of control over the issue of 

overgrazing by deer and sheep. The damage done to native pinewoods on Mar 

and in Glen Feshie has been substantial and continued after 1954 unchecked, 

made worse by the estates’ willingness to put out winter feed for deer (often 

well into the summer months).

However on Rothiemurchus, natural regeneration has been locally quite 

good. Along with traditional sporting management has come bulldozed estate 

access tracks into the heart of the NNR and the fragile Arctic plateau 

ecosystem; this was particularly evident in the late 1960s and early 1970s in 

Glen Feshie and up onto Moine Mhor. Other constraints on management for 

nature conservation have come from the statutory rights of other bodies, most 

importantly the water authorities in Glen Einich, and the FC’s ovm agreements 

with landowners which has seen alien conifers planted in Glen Feshie over the 

1970s under a Forestry Dedication Scheme.

Recreational pressure on the NNR has not always led to damage. The worst 

human impact has been damage to vegetation, soil erosion and the widening of 

footpaths, and some disturbance to breeding birds caused by dogs off the lead. 

The most damage to wildlife is often done by those that cherish it the most: 

amateur naturalists, birdwatchers and photographers tend to stray well off 

footpaths onto the sensitive plateau and so disturb breeding birds on the nest or 

trample rare upland p lan ts .R esearch  has proved that Dotterel have suffered 

little from easier human access onto the Cairngorm high tops, but the Ptarmigan 

has failed as a breeding bird near to the ski area due to disturbance, birds killed
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by flying into ski-tows, and egg-predation by gulls and crows attracted up the 

mountains by human refuse. There have been winners and losers amongst the 

wildlife of the Cairngorms; the Snow Bunting has done well as a breeding bird 

on Cairn Gorm over the 1970s and 1980s due to our propensity to drop scraps 

of fbod;"^ in the forests below, recreational disturbance and fatal collisions with 

deer fencing have led to a substantial decline in Capercaillie numbers. 

Recreational development around the edges of the Cairngorms NNR (and 

within it, at Rothiemurchus) has proved unstoppable; short of a ‘no go’ policy 

which would have been politically unpalatable in the 1960s and after, there has 

been little that the NC/NCC could do, save from attempting to steer visitors 

away from the most sensitive nature conservation sites. It was a stroke of bad 

luck for the NC/NCC that having established the NNR, just ten years later it sat 

directly alongside the remarkable development of Aviemore and the Spey 

Valley into Britain’s only year-round holiday resort.

Adam Watson has recently outlined how the potential of the NNR has not 

been achieved due to a lack of long-term scientific field work, and enormous 

gaps in the research programme, concluding that “research must underlie 

conservation policy”. He presents an exhaustive list of work that should have 

been done on the NNR.^^  ̂However, with the division of the NC (in 1973) into 

the NCC which would acquire and manage nature reserves as well as having a 

promotional and educational function, and the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology 

which would undertake the bulk of ecological research, there has been less 

emphasis on science in nature conservation management in Britain. The bulk of
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the NCC’s work has been on habitat management and visitor management, and 

this was certainly true of the Cairngorms NNR. Under the NC in the 1950s and 

1960s some research work was neglected because of a lack of staff and 

subsequent scientific research experience, despite the NNR being founded on 

the cornerstone of pioneering scientific research in various subjects.

The importance of the Cairngorm mountains and forests as a biological site

has never been in doubt. Derek Ratcliffe best articulated this in 1977 by listing

39,200 hectares of the Cairngorms across three counties as a Grade I nature

conservation site of international im portance.T here  have, of course, been

other nature reserves/site designations close to the central Cairngorms and Spey

Valley, most importantly in the Scottish Wildlife Trust Pass of Ryvoan reserve

in 1976, the RSPB Insh Marshes Reserve in 1973 and their Abemethy Reserve

in the 1980s, and the Eastern Cairngorms SSSI in 1971. In 1964, Joe Eggeling

wrote that we have both a national and personal responsibility to protect an area

like the Cairngorms, but nature conservation values have generally appeared

weak when directly challenged by other landuses. As Eggeling warned:

“Man’s reach is in danger of exceeding his grasp, and nowhere is 
this more obvious than when he seeks to develop, use and abuse 
the land around him.”^̂^
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

A HISTORY OF CRAIGELLACHIE 
NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE 1954-1980

Craigellachie National Nature Reserve (NNR) was declared on 21 January 

1960, by a Nature Reserve Agreement with the owner of the site, the Countess 

of Seafield. It is worth studying principally because it was designated for a 

different reason than its much larger neighbour the Cairngorms NNR, but also 

because of its very close proximity to Aviemore town centre and the new 

tourism industry. Although it never received anything close to the 

administrative or scientific attention that the Cairngorms NNR did, it provides a 

valuable contrast to the larger reserve, and although on a much smaller scale, it 

is popular with visitors. The NC in a press release described Craigellachie NNR 

as “a valuable supplement to the neighbouring Cairngorm Reserve”.* In the 

1990s, Craigellachie NNR has an important role to play in SNH’s portfolio of 

Cairngorms area sites.

The rock and birchwoods of Craigellachie were first discussed as being 

worthy of NNR designation by the Scottish Committee of the NC in October 

1954, just after the declaration of the Cairngorms NNR. At the Edinburgh 

meeting, A.B. Duncan minuted that the site was of value for the study of 

entomology, and his proposal was accepted that it should be “placed on the list 

of Reserves for action when opportunity served”.̂  At this twenty-fifth meeting 

the Scottish Committee felt the time was appropriate to conduct a review of
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Scotland’s NNRs and to think of future acquisitions. In December 1954, as part 

of the NCs ‘Five Year Programme of Reserves’, Craigellachie was put into 

Phase III for consideration sometime in 1957/58, along with other Cairngorm 

area sites like Glen Feshie, Glenavon, Glen Quoich and Glen Lui.^ In March 

1955, without any mention yet being made of the scientific qualities of the 

Craigellachie site, it was decided to move with speed and put Craigellachie into 

Phase I of the acquisition scheme to be dealt with around March 1956. 

Incidentally, this was the Scottish Committee meeting at which Lt. Col. 

J.P. Grant of Rothiemurchus was welcomed onto the committee.'* The NC 

probably sensed that acquiring this reserve would not cause too many 

administrative problems, and so decided to move quickly. However, the FC did 

try to flex their muscles. In January 1958 E.M. Nicholson reported on a meeting 

he had with the Deputy Director-General of the FC in which the NC were asked 

to include a clause in their Nature Reserve Agreement which would not 

prejudice any future afforestation of the site, should the owner or a subsequent 

owner wish it. The NC agreed to this, not wanting anything to hold up the 

establishment of the NNR. A.B. Duncan best captured the mood of the period 

1955-1965, when he confessed in committee that the NC “had decided to press 

ahead with acquisitions as quickly as possible”, even if manpower problems 

were the inevitable consequence.^

It is apparent that the Craigellachie NNR declared in 1960 at 642 acres, was 

much smaller than first envisaged by the NC. A memo from W.J. Eggeling after 

a site visit in July 1955 with C.B. Williams, suggests that the NC sought a



440

reserve totalling 1,087 acres, and then reduced this to 986 acres in a revised 

scheme. Eggeling had met with a Commander Harper in Newtonmore a day 

before the site visit, where the reserve had been discussed. As a direct result of 

this meeting, “an area of felled pinewood which is not of entomological or 

botanical interest”, along with an area outwith the deer fence, “which has been 

recently disturbed by grazing and tree felling”, were left out of the new reserve 

boundaries. Eggeling also communicated that the site included “a cliff on which 

both Golden Eagle and Peregrine had bred recently”, but not since 1952.® The 

NC entered into a Nature Reserve Agreement with Nina Caroline Ogilvie 

Grant, the Countess of Seafield on 16 September 1958, and this agreement was 

registered in November 1958 in Edinburgh.’ The press release for January 1960 

identified the main purpose of the NNR designation as seeking to conserve the 

“exceptionally good pure Birch woods, with their naturally associated flora and 

fauna”. It added that the reserve held 37 breeding bird species and “rare and 

local moths of the area”.* J. Grant Roger, NC Regional Officer for NE Scotland, 

had prepared the NNR Management Plan by October 1961, which was 

approved by the NC Joint Committee on 25 January 1962. The plan records a 

hitherto undocumented event by which the NC (through Basil Neven-Spence) 

made approaches in the late 1950s to Lord Bilsland to obtain 310 acres of his 

land overlooking Easter Lynwilg, but he remained “reluctant to conclude an 

Agreement with the Conservancy” which would last longer than his lifetime. 

This could have extended the proposed NNR around the south-facing slopes of 

Craigellachie hill.
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The Craigellachie NNR Management Plan outlined the a^eements made 

between the NC and the estate owner. A woodland management plan was 

annexed to the reserve agreement, to ensure that the present owners only earned 

out selective thinning of the woods after consultation with the NC, and that no 

clear felling took place. It was urged that all management should aim at 

perpetuating or improving the existing conditions in the woodland, by 

encouraging natural regeneration of the birch together with the “continued 

presence of open ground, parkland, close canopy woodland, and a variety of 

canopy heights”. The NC was to regulate all muirbum on the adjacent moorland 

part of the reserve; the owner was forbidden from starting any fires on the 

reserve. This document also outlined botanical, geological, pedological and 

zoological research to be carried out on the NNR; three enclosures, each of 

5 acres, were to be fenced for birch regeneration experiments by 1963/64. 

There was to be some NC thinning of birch. Much of this research work was 

conducted as a contrast to the Cairngorms NNR where Scots Pine was the 

dominant tree species and there were no pure birchwoods, so in a sense 

Craigellachie NNR management was viewed as a fresh challenge to NC staff in 

the area. Visitor management on the reserve only became a more pressing 

concern in the last years of the 1960s and across the 1970s, directly 

proportional to the popularity of the Aviemore Centre holiday complex. There 

was little mention of visitor access in 1961; reserve signs were to be put in 

place in 1962, but it was felt that as Seafield Estates had allowed open access to 

the site pre-1960, that successful arrangement should continue.^ By 1967, a
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more thoughtful approach to visitor management was called for. With the 

instalment of a formal NNR Management Plan by 1962, the NC staff and 

Scottish Committee would be kept inforaied of Issues on the NNR via the 

annual progress reports which began in 1962. It was the responsibility of 

J. Grant Roger to submit these to the NC Scottish Committee.

Across 1964, Dr. R.E.C. Ferreira continued his studies of the experimental 

productivity plots in the woodland that had been fenced in 1962 against the 

ravages of deer, sheep, hares and rabbits. However, the NC did not begin 

negotiations to acquire the grazing rights on the NNR until January 1963, which 

W.J. Eggeling suggested should only be regulated and not stopped. One of 

Ferreira’s regeneration enclosures was to be left untouched; a second was to be 

prepared for experiments on regeneration levels in Highland birchwoods by 

being cleared of ground vegetation; the third plot was to be planted with young 

birch trees of local provenance. In 1964, it was also reported that ecological 

studies were carried out on the NNR by the Botany Department of Edinburgh 

University, and that the reserve hosted a prestigious visit by 70 delegates from 

the International Botanical Congress held in Edinburgh.’® Ferreira and John 

Miles started to conduct new productivity experiments in 1966, after changes in 

species composition were noted within one of the grassland plots in the upper 

part of the birchwood.”

Sometime during 1965 plans were hatched to construct a Nature Trail 

around Craigellachie NNR, but this was delayed and did not open until 27 June 

1968, recording 6,000 visitors by the start of 1969. However, from the mid-
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1960s onwards the NC staff in Aviemore were forced to confront a new 

management challenge that was a direct result of the rapid growth of 

recreational opportunities within the Cairngorms area. The principal threats to 

the ‘wilderness’ quality of the NNR from 1967 to 1970 were unruly visitors, 

pony-trekking and rock-climbing. In June 1967, the Aviemore Centre were put 

on probation by the NC after they asked to run commercial pony-trekking rides 

through Craigellachie. They were to be allowed to take up to ten horses onto the 

reserve and were to strictly follow “well defined paths through the birchwood 

onto Creag nan Gabhar”, but the NC were not fully at ease with the situation, 

asking “to reserve our position about this whole question”.A dditional specific 

recreational pressure on the NNR came in the spring of 1970 when a tourism 

company. Highland Guides, approached the NC in Aviemore about obtaining 

permission to use agreed rock faces for climbing instruction, bearing in mind 

that university climbing clubs had prepared and previously used recommended 

routes for climbing the rock of Craigellachie. There was an obvious direct clash 

here between recreational sport and nature conservation interests, as the rock 

had long been known to hold a pair of breeding Peregrine falcon. The NC did 

not feel that they should need to impose a complete ban on rock-climbing at 

this site, especially as the sport had been conducted at the site prior to the NNR 

designation. The Aviemore NC staff were asked to undertake a survey of the 

rock to:

“see if you can determine the precise approach routes used by 
climbers to the rock face and also which parts of the rock face 
already show wear and tear due to climbing activities.
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The compromise reached in October 1970 on this issue, was that rock-

climbing was to be prohibited at the site from 1 March -  30 June each year and

a notice to that effect was erected on the However, from around 1968,

the visitor numbers at the Aviemore Centre were beginning to put pressure on

the NNR and caused some alarm at the NC Aviemore office. Good feedback

was received about the Nature Trail at the site over the second half of 1968, but

some acts of malicious vandalism were noted; in September, 48 Nature Trail

leaflets “were removed from the box, tom and thrown into the loch”.̂  ̂ The

warden of the Cairngorms NNR was in no doubt who was to blame:

“It is evident that there are now, since the Aviemore Centre 
opened, many more undesirables coming to the district . . there 
were a lot of boys camps in the area at the time the trail opened 
and I suspected that they were partly responsible for some of the 
trouble caused. There is a lot of traffic between the Aviemore 
Centre and the Youth H ostel..

Although the close proximity of this NNR to a busy holiday centre in the 

1960s and 1970s did cause some visitor management headaches, the greatest 

threat to the integrity of the reserve came after 1973 in the proposals to re-route 

and improve the A9 road north.

The Re-Routing of the A9: 1970-1980

As early as 1967 the Scottish Office had reached the conclusion thaf:

“Although there are a number of proposals for entirely new roads, 
much work still remains to be done on the existing main roads in 
the Area. In particular trunk road A9, which is the vital road link 
between north and south and is of primary importance to all 
classes of traffic, needs to be improved.’”’
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The proposed re-routing of the A9 was considered to be of benefit to not 

only the local area but to the entire north of Scotland. The growth of the winter 

sports industry in Aviemore made the improvements to this road even more 

vital, as Donald Getz suggests: “The principal benefit of A9 improvements was 

expected to be an increase in weekend ski-visits owing to easier and quicker 

connections to the central belt.” ®̂ Relief roads would be provided at Carrbridge, 

Aviemore, Kingussie and Newtonmore, but more importantly the road would be 

widened from 18ft., “to provide a 24ft. carriageway throughout its length".

As in most new road schemes, there were supporters of the project and 

opponents, but all voiced their arguments from a purely economic point of 

view. “The fear was that the villages by-passed would lose trade, particularly 

those operations catering specifically to motorists. Others believed that villages 

would regain business, reflecting . . .  greater accessibility from the south.” ®̂

As the commercial and financial debate continued into the early 1970s, it 

appeared to dawn suddenly upon the NCC that Craigellachie NNR was facing a 

direct threat from the proposal to re-route the A9 so that it by-passed Aviemore 

on its western side. It seems quite astonishing that no formal liaison had taken 

place prior to 1973 between the SDD and NCC concerning each other’s 

responsibilities in the area, but as proposed improvements to the A9 became a 

reality, both organisations were forced to formulate a response quickly. At a 

meeting between the two in August 1973, Dave Morris (Assistant Regional 

Officer NCC) reported:
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“the Scottish Development Department appeared to be unaware 
of the wide range of nature conservation interests that would be 
affected by the road developments. It was likely, however, that the 
Spey Marshes, Alvie and Drumochter Hills SSSI’s and the 
Granish PSSSI would all be affected.”^̂

No further mention was made of these localities by the NCC, and it appears

that by late 1974 they had come to the conclusion that the re-routing was

perhaps a foundation upon which they could review access provision to the

Craigellachie NNR. It is hard to escape the fact that they were forced into this

by the SDD, who had certainly managed to keep the NCC ill-informed of all

developments, or indeed, meetings.

“I have learned, strictlv unofflciallv and in confidence, that a 
meeting was held in Inverness County Buildings on 6 July 1973, 
between County officials. Department of Agriculture, Scottish 
Development Department and the Countryside Commission for 
Scotland, regarding the possible route of the A9. At that meeting 
Mr. Rice of the CCS stated that the proposed route through the 
reserve would cause ‘minimal encroachment’ on the area and 
there was no objection!” -̂

E.C. Hammond, then Deputy Regional Officer of the NCC in Aviemore 

could barely contain his anger as he confided his thoughts to file, a full six 

months after this meeting. By August 1974, he was trying to make the best of it, 

raising “the question of the present unsatisfactory situation regarding vehicular 

and foot access to the Reserve”, and believing, “it is now imperative that we 

resolve once and for all the present position”.̂ ^

In this 12 August letter, headed ‘A9 — Craigellachie NNR’, Hammond 

reveals that the NCC had, early in 1974, selected Craigellachie NNR as a prime 

candidate for, “one of the major PR fronts of the Conservancy”, one assumes
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because of its close proximity to the burgeoning Aviemore, and thus a large 

body of visitors. The A9 re-routing thus became a chance for the Conservancy 

to, ‘‘mitigate the problems of public access to the Reserve”, and an, “ideal 

opportunity . . .  for future PR with the general tourist public”. It does appear 

though that the new jargon of ‘public relations’ sat rather uneasily with 

Hammond, and that much of the imperative in this way of thinking came from 

headquarters in Edinburgh. The letter goes on to suggest either a pedestrian 

bridge or underpass by which visitors could visit the Reserve from the 

Aviemore Centre, so as to avoid the dangerous crossing of the A9 bypass, after 

all:

“it is both unsatisfactory and undesirable that access should be by 
foot across the road, especially when one considers that the road 
design is for 60 m.p.h. which in reality will be nearer 80 m.p.h. 
and hence would present a considerable safety hazard.”

This letter also suggested that the NCC would have the full support of the 

Aviemore Village Council, who would be urging full pedestrian access to the 

Reserve, “as it represents the largest area of open ground adjacent to the village 

and traditionally used by the villagers” .̂ '̂  Never had so much interest been 

shown in Craigellachie NNR.

It must have been heartening for the NCC local staff to witness the support 

they received in this issue from Aviemore and Rothiemurchus Village Council 

who contacted the SDD offices in Edinburgh in September 1974. 

Communicating concern over access points coming off the A9, the Secretary of 

the Village Council, Frank Wigham, expressed anxiety over the fate of tiny
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Loch Puladdem which lies within the Craigellachie NNR. Fearing that the road 

would be carried over the loch by a causeway, or even the entire loch filled in, 

he pleaded:

“We submit that it is one of the amenities of the village which 
ought to be preserved. While bridging would still allow local 
people and visitors access to the Loch and Craigellachie, it would 
not enhance the amenity at all. On the other hand, filling in the 
loch to take the new road would destroy that amenity for ever — 
and this we could not countenance.

We trust that our views will be given sympathetic consideration 
before the final orders for the new road are made.”^̂

Much of the Spey Valley A9 bypass work was undertaken in 1978 and 

1979, with Dalwhinnie being the first village to be by-passed. Loch Pulladem 

was preserved intact, although road construction in 1980 has meant that 

pedestrian access to Craigellachie NNR is now by a tunnel under the new A9. 

Loch Pulladem (of only 3 acres) was actually pushed away from the new road 

by construction earthworks, although the NCC by the late 1970s had decided to 

abandon the loch to its fate, considering it to be of little scientific interest. 

Instead, they turned their attention to the two-acre reservoir on the NNR, up the 

hill from the loch, which had been constructed and dammed around 1880 by the 

Aviemore Station Hotel Company; the NCC considered this to be a better 

wildlife resource away from the road, where there was now no local extraction 

and the water level was not prone to fluctuations.^®

Botany was always the driving force behind scientific research on 

Craigellachie NNR, although there was some limited ornithological and 

lepidopteran study undertaken by visiting scientists; in April 1966, Chris Mead
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of the British Trust for Ornithology applied to the NC for a licence to ring Sand 

Martins on the Cairngorms and Craigellachie NNRs.^^ Craigellachie was always 

destined to be the scientific second best of the NC reserves in the Cairngorms; 

however, its small size and location close to an urban centre should not prevent 

its inclusion in this study of the history of nature conservation in the 

Cairngorms. It was a reserve that local people and visitors valued as a 

recreational and wildlife resource, and the breeding Peregrines have given the 

NNR some ornithological fame. In 1977, Derek Ratcliffe identified the 

birchwood of Craigellachie NNR and the adjoining Kinrara Woods on Tor 

Alvie to be Grade 1 nature conservation sites in the UK, considering them to be 

sites of national importance. The safeguarding of these sites, believed Ratcliffe, 

was considered to be essential if, “there is to be an adequate basis for nature 

conservation in Britain, in terms of a balanced representation of ecosystems, 

and inclusion of the most important examples of wildlife or habitat”.

In the east of Scotland, Ratcliffe ranked Craigellachie’s birchwoods 

alongside the Black Wood of Rannoch, Morrone Wood and the Diimet 

oakwood, for their nature conservation sta tus.T he  NNR has needed protection 

from what E.M. Nicholson referred to as “undue disturbance”. In July 1964, 

Nicholson spoke of his concerns about the compatability of tourism and nature 

conservation to the NC Scottish Committee, citing the threat that a “large hotel 

project at Aviemore” posed to Craigellachie NNR. He called to mind the 

compulsory purchase of Gibraltar Point LNR to protect that nature reserve from 

an expanding caravan and holiday park on the Lincolnshire coast. The NC, he
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felt, needed to understand more about the possible implications of such 

proposed tourist developments, adding that in Scotland the Nature 

Conservancy’s position was made more difficult, “on account of the absence of 

National Parks able to satisfy the needs of visitors”.̂ ^
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CHAPTER TWELVE

NATURE CONSERVATION AND RECREATION THROUGH THE 
EYES OF PHOTOGRAPHERS AND FILM-MAKERS

The Various Roles of Landscape Photography

From July to October 1995, the Royal Scottish Academy in Edinburgh

hosted a photographic exhibition under the title Light From a Dark Room, The 

curator of photography at the Scottish National Gallery, Sara Stevenson, 

commented:

. . the one thing that I ’m hoping this exhibition will address is 
that all over the world people know how wonderful Scottish 
photography is, except in Scotland.”^

The exhibition featured the work of the great pioneers of Scottish photography,

David Octavius Hill, Robert Adamson and Thomas Annan, along with other

names of note from the earliest mastery of the art form such as Thomas Keith,

Sir David Brewster and William Donaldson Clark.^ However, its most

remarkable feature was its breadth, ranging from social themes to a section on

‘constructing the landscape’.

The nineteenth and early twentieth-century photographers who worked in

the Cairngorms did just that; constructing a landscape photograph as part of an

artistic tradition based entirely on inherited ideas of landscape and nature,

derived from what Martin Kemp has described as the:

. . attuning of sensibilities that the theorists of natural beauty 
had advocated in the eighteenth centuiy, and which the drawing 
masters had subsequently recommended.”
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As such concepts as ‘the sublime’ and ‘the picturesque’ initially moved within 

the elite and genteel circles of artistic patrons, it would take a century (neatly 

spanning the early career of Gainsborough in the 1750s to Ruskin in the 1850s) 

for such ideas to move into a more popular arena, and indeed to become the 

favoured taste founded upon well-established formulas, “of water reflections, 

mountains, picturesque buildings . . . grand panoramas”.̂  Commercial success 

hinged upon the skilful art of locating the best viewpoint from which to capture 

a scene that would satisfy the desires of a growing number of 

nineteenth-century tourists who wished to preserve travel memories of 

particular admired locations; and upon this in turn, hinged the reputations of 

companies such as Frith of Reigate and Valentines of Dundee who catered for 

this late nineteenth-century fashion. The modem era of the mass tourist armed 

with a Japanese camera builds upon this traditional notion of the mles of 

photographic composition and the modem professional continues in the same 

genre. In Scotland, Colin Baxter is perhaps the finest exponent of this by 

capturing the art of seeing nature. However, in the 1980s and 1990s in the 

Caimgorms, photographers have not only sought to constmct a landscape, but 

have seen their work used to ‘conserve a landscape’. This section of the chapter 

will trace the history of photography in the Cairngorms, showing how different 

the roles of the photographic companies and the individual photographers have 

been, and revealing how photography has been used in these mountains to 

convey at times a political and environmental message, and thus lead as well as 

react to the wider public opinion.
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In September 1994 a photographic montage opened at Inverness Museum 

and Art Gallery. It was the creation of Orlando Gualtieri, and was his personal 

photographic plea for the protection and aesthetic admiration of the 

Cairngorms. Under the impassioned title of The Cairngorms - A Threatened 

Landscape, the press release for the exhibition suggested that:

. . through a series of personal Black and White images, the 
photographer hopes to create a greater awareness of this unique 
wilderness environment and the threats that face it.”

The press release went on to proclaim that, “most people are unaware of the 

unique nature of these mountains”.'* Seeking to redress this supposed 

imbalance, the Gualtieri exhibition pushed photography firmly beyond the 

realms of mere commercial gain (as Colin Baxter’s earlier collaboration with 

the Nature Conservancy Council had in 1987), and linked the art form to 

education and to the cause of nature conservation and wise planning 

considerations. In that sense the exhibition was both vibrant and powerfiil.^ The 

message was that the Highlands of Scotland owe as much to the imagination as 

to geography, as Sara Stevenson explained, “there is always a risk with 

photography that people take it too lightly. That they don’t look at it a second or 

third time or concentrate on it.”  ̂ In the European Year of the Environment 

1987-1988, Christopher Smout had linked beauty and photography with the 

need for nature conservation (in his Introduction to the Colin Baxter collection 

of photographs of National Nature Reserves in Scotland) both at an individual 

level and by those bodies charged by government to preserve our natural 

heritage:
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“To walk through the oakwoods of Ardnamurchan on a spring 
morning, or among the ancient pines of Rothiemurchus when they 
are lit with the flames of autumn birches, is to feel the spirit lifted 
by the perfection of the place. Colin Baxter has wonderfully 
captured the wildness, the sense of peace, the feeling of 
belonging to a greater, natural world which we all experience 
amid such beauty. Yet the Nature Conservancy Council is not 
charged by its governing statutes to preserve . . . because of these 
qualities, but because o f . . .  outstanding scientific interest.”’

However, the linking of photography with a political and environmental 

message is not only a late twentieth-century phenomenon, indeed, in the USA 

its usage can be traced back to the 1870s, and in the Cairngorms back to the 

early demands for National Park status in the late 1920s (particularly in 

The Scots Magazine).

The professional recognition and degree of public impact that the 

nineteenth-century American landscape photographers enjoyed found its 

ultimate expression in the Act of the 42nd Congress that set apart land near the 

head-waters of the Yellowstone River as a ‘Public’ Park on March 1st 1872.

The link between photography and wilderness conservation in the USA has 

been described by Theodora Litsios.® After citing the development of the 

collodion or wet plate photographic process in the early 1850s, that physically 

allowed photographers to venture into the wilderness and produce an unlimited 

number of prints from the glass negatives, Litsios concludes that, ". . . it was 

through photographs that the average American became acquainted with the 

land west of the Mississippi”.® In such a fashion men such as Carleton Watkins 

and Ansel Adams photographed the first and foremost American Eden: 

Yosemite. They were joined by other pioneering individuals, George Fiske and
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William Henry Jackson, who all sought to create images that expressed the

grandeur and beauty of the natural world. Witness Major Chitenden’s words on

receiving a set of Jackson photographs in 1871:

“The photographs were of immense value. Descriptions might 
exaggerate, but the camera told the truth; and in this case the truth 
was more remarkable than exaggeration . . . They . . . convinced 
everyone . , . that such wonders existed, that they should be 
carefully preserved for the public forever.”'”

In a similar fashion, the work of Ansel Adams from 1936-1938 in the 

Sierra Nevada mountains, solicited this response from the politician

F.A. Silcox:

“Although I never visited the High Sierra country, these pictures 
give me a feeling of the stupendous beauty of this country such as 
I didn’t think possible while sitting in a remote office. These 
beautiful photographs certainly impress on one the value of the 
objectives for which you and other members of the Sierra Club 
have been fighting for many years, the preservation of the natural ^
environment of the High Sierra.”" 1

Such sincerely expressed sentiments in the corridors of power in Washington |
I
1

manifested themselves in actual legislation. The Kings Canyon National Park in |

the Sierra Nevada mountains was created in 1940. i

In Scotland, the use o f photographs for a political conservationist end is far 

from new. To support its advocacy of the National Park ideal, The Scots 

Magazine in a special photographic supplement, urged its readers to ‘Behold 1

the Cairngorms’ with a series of anonymous views each inteijected with a fieiy I

statement on behalf of the nation’s right to wander at will in these mountains.'^ ‘

Dated November 1928, the powerful collection of photographs (most 

containing at least one healthy and vigorous mountain worshipper) offers views
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of Loch Morlich, Ben MacDhui, Braeriach, The Shelter Stone Crag, Corrour 

Bothy and Loch Einich. It concludes triumphantly with a herd of red deer who 

are described as A Group o f  Natives, and four hillwalkers sliding down a slope 

under the visionary title of Great Ski-ing Slopes, However, in this early example 

of the use of Scottish photography to further a political goal, the gem of the 

piece is the photograph of a boy standing proudly on top of Cairngorm, under 

the thundering title of Young Scotland's Right. The attached plea runs as 

follows:

"A boy on a Cairngorm top gazes across his national heritage. In 
these days when the appreciation of nature is meaning so much 
more to young people, the opening-up for them of an area like the 
Cairngorms would be of inestimable value.”*̂

A very similar photographic essay under the title ‘Cairngorm Panorama’ 

appeared in 1979 and contained an even greater emphasis on healthy outdoor 

recreation, and tried to link man to his environment with photographs of the 

early ski development at the White Lady Shieling in 1963. The piece was the 

work of the mountaineer Hamish Brown, who urged the reader that the views 

he had captured, “embraced the many levels, physical and emotive, that make 

up the Cairngorm mountains”.

This alliance between photography, beauty, recreation and nationalism has 

been a cornerstone of twentieth-century photographic expression in the 

Cairngorms, beginning in the late 1920s when the campaign by The Scots 

Magazine to urge government to give National Park status to the area made 

much use of the photographic medium to convey its message to a wider
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readership in the cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, seemingly so remote from 

this mountainous region. It was practised in the late 1940s (when the National 

Park question was again being debated in Scotland) by both newspapers and 

individual authors of travel guides and topographical texts that sold to the 

domestic tourist market both inside and outside of Scotland, then recovering 

after the privations of the war years.

In 1946 The Scotsman ran a series of individual photographic vignettes of

mountain scenery that appeared quite randomly. Under one such photograph

taken in the Cairngorms, in a feature titled Snow-patched Inverness-shire

Summits, the description read as follows:

“. . . a comer of Loch Phitiulais, north-east of Aviemore, looking 
towards the snow patched summits of the Queen’s Forest, 
formerly the Forest of Glenmore.”^̂

Writers and photographers in the years after the Second World War, such as 

W.A. Poucher, B.H. Humble and V.A. Firsoff who all worked in the 

Cairngorms, came to be both part of the public image of the mountains and 

leaders in informing this same public image. The travel and recreation guides 

they produced, all with photographs taken by the author alone, were classics in 

their genre.

Poucher in 1947, tried to look ahead and predict National Park status for 

the Cairngorms as well as analysing the impact of the region on the aesthetics 

of mankind. Firsoff was primarily concerned with the efficient development of 

the area for skiers and ramblers in the 1950s and 1960s.R um ble’s volume was 

celebrated as the first collection of Scottish mountain views to be produced by a
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mountaineer who was himself a native of Scotland, hence the intimacy and 

friendliness of the photographs would appeal to a Scottish audience in 1946. 

The photographs were lauded by G. W. Young as seeming to suggest:

. . the inner experience, the personal reactions of a sympathetic 
mind wandering at will, with like-thinking friends through good 
country, for sheer love of all which that country has to say, to our 
idle no less than to our strenuous hours.”’*

The sense of community and Scottishness in the book were as powerful, as the 

nude ‘mountain worship’ photographs of the author perched atop a boulder in 

Loch Lomond, were unusual.

This sense of the Cairngorms offering the photographer an intrinsically

Scottish photograph (with all the cultural baggage that may come with that)

continues to the present day in the work of Douglas Laidlaw, who seems to be

searching for what he describes as ‘theatrical lighting’ in the Cairngorms; his

commentaries exude nationalistic fervour:

“In trying to describe the beauty of Strathspey, I should say it is 
the very “Scottishness” which I find so appealing. On travelling 
east from Coylumbridge you pass oceans of purple heather and 
majestic platoons of ancient Caledonian pine before descending 
to the majesty of the Cairngorms reflected in the calm, clear 
waters of Loch Morlich. This could only be Scotland - and only 
Strathspey!”’̂

The Work of Photographic Companies

In the nineteenth century, three companies, working as part of an artistic 

tradition but geared to commercial success, conducted much of their 

photographic work in the Cairngorms and Grampian Mountains. In Victorian 

Britain, the viability of a commercial photographic company depended upon its
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success in capturing numerous particularly admired landscape images, and then 

being able to reproduce them for mass tourist consumption. In the earliest wave 

of popular tourism in the Highlands of Scotland, the images that tended to be in 

demand often had a strong literary association, and in this arena the Cairngorms 

was lacking, save for the landscapes of Kinrara and Rothiemurchus so lovingly 

described by Elizabeth Grant. However, the Cairngorms did have scenery, and it 

was in the constructing of the images of mountains that the Cairngorms proved 

so popular to staff photographers from national companies.

James Valentine and Co. of Dundee could claim to be the largest and 

longest surviving photograph publishing business in Britain, originating around 

1825. Catering for a middle and upper-class market, in a similar fashion to the 

developing Highland tourist industry, by 1888 they offered over 20,000 views 

from within the United Kingdom. Robert Smart considers that around 50,000 

Scottish topographical views now exist, with most dating from 1878 onwards, 

and that the market sought was, “unashamedly the leisure and tourist market 

and the subjects were the scenes that leisure pursues”.̂® In 1905 the company 

registered 6,181 new views to a public delighted at the decision taken in 1897 

by the Post Office to allow printing or writing on the reverse of postcards.A  

new profitable photographic sideline was developed for the mass tourist 

market, and can claim to be the direct forefather of the rather oversize postcards 

of landscape views so common today. Around 120 listed views of the 

Cairngorms are recorded in the Valentine Collection, now held as an archive.
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although many more are held under more localised titles for the Cairngorm

22area.

The second photographic firm with an interest in the Cairngorms was 

Francis Frith and Co. of Reigate, founded in 1860, although much of their work 

seems to have been directed away from landscape images. Town and village 

views predominate with some attention on social events linked to these centres 

of habitation. The Frith archive contains photographs of nineteen Grampian 

villages and twenty-five Highland villages and thus is unique for the level of 

interest that the company displayed towards people and buildings. Some of the 

work of this Surrey-based company seems to openly flout the established 

Victorian convention of what constitutes a popular and profitable photograph, 

but much of the financial success of the firm came from overseas work, perhaps 

allowing innovation and local pride to direct the work of some of its staff 

photographers based in Scotland.^^

In its heyday the Aberdeen company of G.W. Wilson and Co. (the firm that 

was located closest to the Cairngorms) could rival Valentines of Dundee and the 

enterprises of Frith or Bedford in England. By 1863 the firm’s catalogue 

seemed to be concentrating on the burgeoning tourist locations within Scotland 

ranging from Iona, to the Trossachs and Deeside; in 1877 the catalogue listed

4,500 views of Scotland, both urban and rural. The association between tourism 

and commercial photography was a close one, and G.W. Wilson and Co. 

expanded their business to cater for the growing number of local and regional 

guidebooks of the 1870s and 1880s, and reacted with similar alacrity to the



464

fashion for Lantern Slides and postcards at the turn of the century. 

Alistair Durie’s final analysis could speak just as well for Valentines or Francis 

Frith and Co.:

“The intention of Wilson and others like him was not to provide a 
comprehensive record of their environment but only of those parts 
of which views could be sold.”^̂

With the advent of the hand-held camera (Eastman’s Kodak) at the turn of 

the century, the traditional Victorian bias towards grand views and landscapes 

began to be eroded. People could now take their own, highly individual 

photographs, often of objects in the landscape; the Box Brownie sold 50,000 in 

the first year after its introduction to Britain in early 1900.^  ̂The popular image 

of the Cairngorms would now be determined by the growing number of 

individual photographers, who had greater mobility with their camera. 

However, the work of Colin Baxter is living proof of the durability of the 

popular landscape photograph into the late twentieth century.

The Work of Individual Photographers, and the Natural History Photograph

If the work of the nineteenth-century photographic firms can be seen as a 

little formulaic in its portrayal of the Cairngorm landscape, it is interesting that 

true pioneering innovation in the depiction of these mountains came in the early 

twentieth century, not at the hands of the traditional professional photographers, 

but by keen amateurs.

John Edward Aloysius Steggall was typical of this new breed of amateur 

recreational photographers; this Professor of Mathematics in Dundee made
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photographie tours to the Cairngorms in 1893, 1901 and 1922 and the subjects 

his art ranged from the villages of Kincraig and Kingussie to Glen Feshie, 

Rothiemurchus and the Cairngorms themselves, often recording people within 

his scenes in direct opposition to the conventions of most of the landscape 

specialists of the mid-nineteenth century. Of particular interest to the historical 

study of recreation in the Cairngorms are a set of photographs from 

August 1901 that show picnickers and cyclists at the head of Glen Feshie, three 

ladies surveying Loch-an-Eilein and three individuals on an ascent of 

Cairngorm.^® In a strong sense Steggall began to capture the growing tourist and 

recreational use of the Cairngorms, as the more daring visitors began to 

penetrate the mountains and glens of the region in the 1880s. With the 

invention of dry plates in the 1870s, from the 1920s onwards these visitors 

increasingly brought a camera with them rather than a gun, in order to ‘shoot’ a 

bird or mammal unique to the area. Scotland’s fauna could now be recorded 

whilst alive and moving. The field naturalist-photographer could delight in 

obtaining a large ‘bag’ without harming a single animal, and photography 

would develop as a tool in the battle to preserve the environment and certain 

species within it, via the growing popularity for natural history books. As Tim 

Bonyhandy has conjectured, hunting with a camera began to satisfy the instinct 

for the chase that lurked in the human mind.^’

By far the greatest exponents of the natural history photograph in the 

Cairngorms in the fifty years up to 1950 were Robert M. Adam and 

Seton Gordon, although both still continued to capture landscapes. They were
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allowed to be more innovative and adventurous in their search for subject

matter, as they were rarely constrained by the demands of the market; Adam

worked alone, Seton Gordon with his wife, but for both, photography was a

leisure and recreational activity that yielded considerable financial and

professional recognition. Seton Gordon used his own photographs extensively

to illustrate his literary salute to his beloved Cairngorms in 1925,̂ ® but he also

used landscape and natural history photographs from the area to illustrate many

of his other works. Fellow bird photographer Ralph Chislett wrote this of him:

“He has photographed the golden eagle serially and extensively, 
and nearly every other Highland bird. Much of Gordon’s field 
work was done from his . . . home at Aviemore, in the shade of 
the great Cairngorms.”

Seton Gordon was part of a group of photographers in the 1920s, 1930s and 

1940s who were drawn to the Cairngorms to photograph birds. They included 

Stuart Smith who captured Crested Tits on film in Rothiemurchus in 1940;

G.B. Kearey who escaped Manchester in the 1930s to photograph Dotterel and 

Capercaillie in the Cairngorms from his holiday base in Nethybridge, where his 

finest work was done; Arthur Brook whose reputation was bom in his Scottish 

years working with Golden Eagles from 1924-1926; the Kearton brothers who 

“tramped the high tops of the Cairngorms” to photograph Dotterel, Ptarmigan 

and Snow Bunting in the 1890s and early 1900s. For these men, Douglas 

English had identified the role of the nature photographer when President of the 

Zoological Photographic Club, (aside from satisfying public demand for their 

photographs) as:
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, . to record and illustrate natural phenomena, without addition, 
without suppression, and above all things, without exaggeration 
of the difficulties involved. Publication of a natural history 
photograph which purports to be a photograph from life, but 
which is in fact a photograph of a posed specimen, is in our view, 
a contemptible form of dishonesty.

Roy Dennis, Colin Baxter and Laurie Campbell’s photographic species 

history of the Osprey on Speyside published in 1991, finds its inspiration in 

Seton Gordon’s photographic work and writing on the Golden Eagle from the 

early part of this century.^® The Osprey has been well covered in photographic 

montages with a nature conservation message, as numerous photographers had 

previously drawn together their work in 1973 in the RSPB publication which 

told of the species’ return to Speyside in the late 1950s.^’

Robert Adam, a botanist on the staff of the Royal Botanic Gardens in 

Edinburgh from 1914 to 1949 (and very much a part-time photographer) was 

perhaps most determined to record the vegetation of the Cairngorms when he 

began working there in 1924. His initial professional reputation was built upon 

recognition by botanical writers, but by the 1930s topographical authors were 

also beginning to appreciate his landscape work, and his pictures began to 

appear regularly in travel books of that decade and the next.^  ̂Adam was not a 

photographer willing continually to work on the Cairngorms from a respectable 

Victorian distance, but began to pioneer the concept of forging into the heart of 

the mountains to take more localised landscape pictures and natural history 

photographs, as Hugh Gilbert observed in 1947:
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. . behind these studies of storm-swept mountains, lone corries, 
and remote islands lies a long history of perseverance allied to 
tremendous physical stamina.””

The editor of The Scots Magazine, Robert Daw, chose to publish large 

monthly thematic blocks of Adam’s photographs between 1944 and 1947, and 

this brought the botanist firmly into the public eye. Retiring to Kingussie in 

1949 in order to take up photography professionally, he had recorded almost

14,500 views by the time he was forced to give up photography due to ill health 

in 1956. Much of his Cairngorm work occurred from 1928 to 1931, 1933 to 

1936, 1945 to 1948, 1950 to 1952 and 1953 to 1956; he was one of the first 

carefully to record individual plants, trees, mammals and birds in the region, 

and has left a vast archive documenting the natural history of the Cairngorms 

from the 1920s to the mid-1950s.”

The Edinburgh solicitor, Alexander Bum-Murdoch chose to record the 

scenery of the Cairngorms in the early twentieth century by taking stereoscopic 

slides, but this was done very much for private consumption. His work in the 

Cairngorms dates from 1924 and runs on to 1937 (with a concentration of 

photographs dating from 1926 to 1930), although the slides reflect Victorian 

ideals of composition and he visited the region only in the summer months. He 

had a special viewer built in which to insert his slide cartridges. 35

Images Abound, 1950

The second half of the twentieth century has been the era of multi-media

images of the Cairngorms, generated through television: wildlife
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documentaries, feature films, travel programmes and news coverage. The 

development of Aviemore as an all-year-round tourist resort in the 1960s has 

brought with it images of the region in tourist brochures, ski fashion 

photographs, and landscape calendars that preserve individual memories of the 

Cairngorms for twelve months of the year. A standardised tourist view of the 

Cairngorms has become increasingly prevalent since the late 1960s, but in a 

strong sense it builds upon the popular traditional images of the area bom in the 

nineteenth century, and the visual stimuli of a mass-produced picture postcard 

of a Cairngorm landscape surely affords the same pleasure as a Valentine 

registered view did for Victorian Britain.^®

Similarly, technological developments after the Second World War have 

guaranteed that aerial photography has now myriad uses in an area such as the 

Cairngorms, whether it be for the recording of scheduled historic or 

archaeological monuments or sites, for land use surveys or for commercial 

purposes.Particularly inspiring photographs can be reproduced many times 

over to cater for popular demand, just as certain nineteenth century views were 

taken repeatedly to meet demand.

Photography has been used to show the extent of ecological and 

environmental damage in the Cairngorms, at the hands of developers, 

recreationalists and estate owners; in the photographic essay Cairngorm 

Contrasts, the Scottish Wild Land Group sought convincingly to:

. .  illustrate the contrasts which exist between the more heavily- 
used parts of the Cairngorms and the quieter, more remote areas.
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and reinforce to the full our call for stronger and more unified 
management for the whole area.”

The photograph has become a valuable tool in the recording of changes in the 

landscape over time, and its impact on the eye is immediate.^*

In the 1990s, it is now no longer even necessary for the hillwalker to take a 

camera into the Cairngorms, as the Missed Pictures booklet series, available in 

Speyside and Deeside bookshops, caters for the memories of those who left 

their cameras at home.^  ̂As we approach the Millennium, perhaps the coming 

world of computer-generated ‘virtual reality’ will ensure that hiking boots do 

not not even have to set foot upon the grandeur of the Cairngorm plateau, for 

the wilderness experience of the high tops to invade our visual sense.'̂ ®

The Moving Image

The role played by the natural history film in the development of nature

conservation in Great Britain is an important one. In Scotland, this link can be 

traced back to the late 1950s and the 1960s, when the focus of early 

achievements for the RSPB Film Unit was in Strathspey and the wider Scottish 

Highlands. Although little work has been done on a comprehensive histoiy of 

natural history film-making,'^^ it seems that natural history films made by 

conservation organisations such as the RSPB were beginning to reach wider 

audiences in the urban environment, just as nature conservation entered the 

mainstream political agenda in the 1950s and 1960s. There is a direct 

relationship between the rapidly increasing membership of these organisations 

from the 1960s onwards and the popularity of the natural history film on
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television or at a film show. As technological advances were made, and the skill 

and fieldcraft of cameramen developed, so audiences grew. A nature 

conservation message was carried into living rooms across the nation, and the 

wildlife of the Cairngorms and Strathspey was well represented from the start. 

For the RSPB and others, with an increasing television-owning membership 

came growing financial benefit that allowed the further purchase of nature 

reserves and the funding of nature conservation work.

The RSPB Film Unit was bom in 1953 under the single-handed direction of 

George Edwards. Philip Brown and James Fisher had sought approval for their 

Film Unit idea in the late 1940s but the more elderly RSPB Council Members 

were stubbornly opposed to any photographers being allowed on the Society’s 

bird reserves. In 1957, Christopher Mylne joined the unit as its sole Director- 

Cameraman and began work to complete the film Highland Birds, which 

Edwards had started filming in 1956. The film was almost entirely filmed in 

Speyside, apart from shots of Slavonian Grebes and Black-throated Divers 

taken at Loch Ruthven nearer to Inverness. It included a sequence of the 

Golden Eagles o f Glentromie and shots of Dotterel and Ptarmigan on Cam na 

Caim above Dalwhinnie."*  ̂Highland Birds was the first ever single theme film 

with a proper soundtrack (sound effects and commentary) made by the RSPB, 

and it premiered at Usher Hall, Edinburgh in January 1958; three showings of 

the film were made to capacity audiences in the Royal Festival Hall in London 

during 1958, one with a live commentary by James Fisher. Such was demand, 

that Frank Hamilton toured Britain showing the film (from Lerwick to Tmro
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via Belfast) to over 25,000 people. Excerpts were shown on BBC and ITV 

television in 1958; in 1958-1959 over 100 shows of the film were held.'*" Part of 

the film was shot in Abemethy forest, parts of which the RSPB would purchase 

after a public appeal and NCC funding from 1975 onwards into the late 1980s.

The RSPB Film Unit considered itself to be in the business of “producing 

moving images”, but how was this incorporated into the work of the RSPB? 

The justification came from the Society’s Charter under objectives (a) and (b) 

of clause 4:

(a) To encourage the better conservation and protection of wild birds, more 
particularly of rare or interesting species, by developing public interest in 
their place in nature . . .

(b) . . . in furtherance of above to promote interest, research or study in all 
matters connected with birds by such means . . . including lectures, 
demonstrations, petitions, films, slides, photographs, exhibitions and 
meetings . . .

In 1987, Jeffery Boswall summarised this as aiming, “to maximise the number 

of person-hours spent looking at moving images of birds and bird protection”.̂ '' 

Speyside and the Cairngorms continued to attract wildlife film-makers in 

the 1960s, with the Ospreys at Loch Garten proving to be as popular with film 

show audiences as they were with the thousands of visitors that journeyed to 

Boat-of-Garten to view them from the RSPB hide. In 1963 a film documentary, 

Return o f  the Osprey, was premiered but had restricted ornithological and 

scientific film coverage due to the rarity of the species. The Royal Festival Hall 

premiere for 1965 was Birds o f  Strathspey, filmed by Christopher Mylne and 

post-produced by Anthony Clay. This fifty-six-minute film traced the course of
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the River Spey from its source to the sea at Speymouth and focused on species 

as diverse as Ptarmigan, Whooper Swan, Black Grouse, Scottish Crossbill, 

Dotterel, Osprey, Dipper and Buzzard alongside mammals such as Roe Deer 

and Wild Cat. As all of the accessible Cairngorm Golden Eagle pairs failed that 

year of filming (1963) or were unfilmable, the shots of this species were taken 

in Glenstrathfarrar; with audience demand often subtlety directing filming, the 

thought of a film on Speyside without good quality footage of Golden Eagles 

would have been unacceptable/^ Mylne’s next production was a fourteen- 

minute film Operation Osprey which premiered in London in February 1968, 

and showed to a southern English audience how the RSPB was protecting this 

species at Loch Garten. It was said to, “include many exciting sequences in the 

private lives of these birds in Scotland”."̂*̂

The popularity of the RSPB film show continued into the 1970s. In 1970, 

150 individual film shows reached an audience of more than 75,000 people and 

an additional 750 shows took place with hired films in the same year. In May 

and June 1971, over 2,000 new members joined the RSPB at film shows across 

the country. From 1970-1975, over 20,000 new members were recruited at 

RSPB film shows. By 1975, the RSPB estimated that there were now 250 

public film shows per annum, over 1,000 bookings a year for film hire, and that 

more than 150,000 people per annum were seeing films such as Operation 

Osprey

The most successful RSPB Film Unit production, with an estimated world 

audience of 50 million, is Hugh Miles’s film Osprey first premiered in 1979,
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narrated by Robert Powell and sponsored by Gulf Oil. The popularity of this 

film lies in the fact that it traced the migration of the Osprey from West Africa 

to Speyside thus telling the full story, and included spectacular shots of the 

birds fishing. It has won several international awards and is thought to have 

been seen by 5.7 million people in the UK. In 1989 the RSPB calculated that its 

films in the UK had seen 91.75 million person-viewings. In 1980 the film 

Osprey launched a new series of the BBC2 series ‘World About Us’ with a 

photograph of the bird on the front cover of the Radio Times and an article 

inside. As Christopher Mylne has suggested, such publicity for the work of the 

RSPB and for the cause of nature conservation must have rallied thousands of 

armchair conservationists in living rooms across the UK, into the organised and 

structured ranks of nature conservation bodies. It is impossible to calculate how 

many attending an RSPB film show who did not join the Society on the night, 

did so at a later date because of what wonders of natural history they had seen 

on the screen.'*  ̂ Additionally, the name of the RSPB was frequently brought 

before large public audiences at these film shows, and in front of more than 

seven million people on the contracted BBC television ‘Look’ programme with 

Peter Scott, where RSPB films were often shown.^^

Christopher Mylne has made a number of other films as a freelance 

film-maker since 1966 that address nature conservation issues in the 

Cairngorms, most notably Return o f  the Reindeer in 1968 which documented 

the réintroduction of these animals to Glemnore, and Who Cares for Scotland? 

in 1971/72 for the Countryside Commission for Scotland. This second film
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included a sequence featuring the Coire Cas car park as a major intrusion into 

the Cairngorm landscape and showed the ski developments there and at 

Glenshee, alongside shots of Ptarmigan, Snow Bunting, Mountain Hare and 

Stoat. The film-maker’s art was used in this instance to question the wisdom of 

planning decisions made a decade previously and to reveal the environmental 

impact of recreational activity in the Caimgorms.^°

Reflecting on the intrinsic popularity of his films, Mylne argued that 

Highland Birds, finished in 1957, was acclaimed everywhere partly because it 

was so amateurish, so similar to films that anyone could make, nothing 

sophisticated or slick. However, with the popularity of television natural history 

(led by Peter Scott’s ‘Look’ programmes) the general public came to expect, 

even demand, something better. From about 1980 the hire of RSPB films has 

been in decline as television and especially the widespread use of video 

recorders has eroded the appeal of 16 mm. film shows. It is interesting that the 

subject matter that appealed to those first RSPB film show audiences in the 

1950s remained much the same up to the late 1980s. Surveys carried out at film 

shows in 1987/88 in towns such as Coventry, Exeter and Bromley found that by 

far the favourite film locations were mountains, moors and rivers; landscape 

attributes that Strathspey has aplenty.^^

In 1981, John Tomkins captured the mood at an RSPB film premiere:

. . to be present. . .  is an experience to warm the heart of every 
film-maker. How often can one go to the cinema these days when 
warm ripples of laughter, hive-like buzzes of admiration, and 
even spontaneous applause at the end . . . spur on the film-maker 
to even greater efforts and deprivations?”^̂



476

Television has responded to the boom in popular and varied recreation that 

occurred in the 1980s in the Cairngorms, and natural history films with a nature 

conservation message (to be shown exclusively to television audiences now) 

must compete with documentaries about hillwalking or holidaying in the 

region. The landuse conflict between the two competing demands of nature 

conservation and recreation has thus reached the living rooms of millions of 

television viewers across the UK. By this process of education or enlightenment 

many individuals far from Strathspey form an opinion about this conflict, and 

the Cairngorm mountains themselves no longer seem so remote to urban Scots, 

or indeed the English.^^ Another development linked to this increasing 

awareness society about the landuse conflicts in the Cairngorms is the 

decision in the 1990s by the major television stations in Scotland to report on 

all crucial conferences and decisions that are taken about this area, both in news 

bulletins and in specially commissioned documentaries. BBC Scotland most 

recently devoted an entire programme in 1996 to reporting on the Sustainable 

Mountain Development Conference held in Aviemore as part of the European 

Inter-Govemmental Consultation, which they called Managing the Wilderness}^ 

Later in the year BBC Scotland brought the landuse controversies up to date in 

a ‘Frontline Scotland’ documentary entitled. Mountain Rescue: The 

Cairngorms}^
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POSTSCRIPT

This ‘Postscript’ builds upon the original conclusions drawn from the 

individual chapters of the thesis and offers brief but broad-ranging conclusions 

on the overall history and development of nature conservation and recreation in 

the Cairngorms. 1999 will see the fiftieth anniversary of the 1949 National 

Parks and Access to the Countryside Act which established not only National 

Parks in England and Wales, but also a Nature Conservancy with powers to 

create National and Local Nature Reserves. There has been too casual an 

acceptance in Great Britain that recreation and nature conservation are purely 

twentieth century phenomena, and this has led to ignorance of their importance 

before the 1949 Act, and a subsequent neglect of the role that history could 

have in guiding future policy for land-managers and policymakers. If we are 

ever fully to understand current landuse conflicts and attitudes in the UK, or 

indeed, western Europe and North America, then it is critical to realise that the 

past holds the origins and has shaped the course of many of the modem bitter 

environmental and developmental debates in the countryside.

There have been a number of key players in the historical development of 

nature conservation and recreation in the Cairngorms. The Forestry 

Commission, bom in 1919 with a remit to boost Britain’s strategic reserve of 

trees, have done little to forward the cause of nature conservation. They have, 

however, been wise and generous providers of recreational facilities at 

Glenmore from the second half of the 1940s, and their National Forest Park
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scheme which made use of otherwise unplantable ground has met with much 

public praise. This provision of a recreational playground in the heart of an 

upland ecosystem has been at a cost to any nature conservation ideals; the 

greatest losers have been the waders (Greenshank, Common Sandpiper, Ringed 

Plover, Curlew, Lapwing and Oystercatcher) which formerly bred around Loch 

Morlich during the twenty years after 1930, but were absent by the mid-1980s 

after human disturbance from recreational pursuits on shore and loch, habitat 

destruction and egg-predation by scavenging Carrion Crows. No other loch 

shore in the Cairngorms (not even Loch Insh) has been developed so 

extensively as Loch Morlich, and it is unlikely that such dramatic declines in 

breeding bird numbers will have occurred at other less disturbed Cairngorm 

area lochs. The FC have historically too often played out a role as a blocking 

organisation when confronted by any conservation and recreation initiatives of 

others, and sought themselves to be the virtual National Park authority in the 

UK in the inter-war years. Only after 1992 at Glenmore, have the FC started to 

forward the cause of nature conservation in the Cairngorms, by establishing 

Regeneration and Restoration Zones in the forest to at last encourage natural 

regeneration and the sustainable management of Glenmore.

The Cairngorm landowners have been important to the evolution of nature 

conservation and recreation across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The 

most striking example of landuse conflict in this thesis relates to their concerted

campaign of opposition to the establishment of a National Park in the
/

Cairngorms during 1930/31, and to a lesser degree across the 1940s when they
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opposed the National Park ideal on an individual basis. Their eventual 

involvement in a Cairngorms National Nature Reserve scheme in the mid- 

1950s could be seen as an attempt on their part to support the lesser of two 

evils, especially as the Nature Conservancy appeared willing to offer financial 

compensation for their involvement in the scheme and would allow them to 

maintain a firm control over traditional sporting and land management rights. 

From the 1960s, many of the landowners offered support to the governmental 

and philanthropic provision of wider recreational facilities in the Spey Valley, 

and this is especially true o f the Grants of Rothiemurchus. In general, recreation 

has not benefited traditional landuses; indeed, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, recreational/access/rights of way bodies had to negotiate (or 

fight) for the privilege of walking or climbing on mountain or moorland. The 

exception to this has been Rothiemurchus Estate. Here, there has been a 

tradition of coming to the estate that can be traced back to the 1770s at least, 

and this became more widespread over the course of the nineteenth century. 

There were squabbles over rights of way, principally fuelled by the Edinburgh- 

based Scottish Rights of Way Society who selected Rothiemurchus as the 

Highland backdrop for one of their most public campaigns, but consensus over 

recreational access to the estate began to be reached in the first half of the 

twentieth century. Nature conservation and recreation worked together most 

successfully at Rothiemurchus as early as the 1880s and 1890s when visitors 

came to view the Loch an Eilein Osprey nest. This must be seen as a direct 

forerunner of the RSPB Osprey watchpoint set up at Loch Garten in 1959,
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which also blended nature conservation with recreation. The traditional sporting 

estates of the Cairngorms still maintain a dominance over landuse in the area, 

but in recent times this has begun to crumble with Mar Estate passing into the 

hands of the National Trust for Scotland. Rothiemurchus Estate combines 

traditional sporting landuse with important recreational, nature conservation 

and environmental education provisions; Glen Feshie Estate remains as a 

traditional sporting estate.

Traditional sporting estates have contributed to the most serious obstacle to 

nature conservation and ecological restoration in the Cairngorms through the 

deer overgrazing issue. The worst examples of damage to the upland and forest 

ecosystems have come from those landowners who have been unwilling to 

learn the lessons of the last thirty years. Overgrazing on Mar and in Glen Feshie 

over the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ensured that the Nature 

Conservancy brought two estates into the National Nature Reserve scheme in 

the 1950s and 1960s where the natural regeneration of native pinewoods was 

practically absent. There has been little or no improvement in that situation to 

the present day. Again, Rothiemurchus Estate was different. Single family 

ownership, and a deep social and economic tie to the health of the 

Rothiemurchus pinewoods over the past few centuries, ensured that natural 

regeneration levels of Scots Pine have been variable, but at least locally quite 

good in the modern era. The wave of popular recreation at Rothiemurchus from 

the 1960s onwards has not had an overtly detrimental effect on the flora and



488

fauna of the estate, although the modem management problems of soil and 

footpath erosion are apparent in places.

It could be argued that prior to the battles and public inquiries of the 1980s 

and 1990s over the Cairngorms, the landowners and developers had their own 

way. Full Nature Conservancy ownership of the Cairngorms National Nature 

Reserve would have forwarded the cause of nature conservation in the area, but 

the Nature Reserve Agreements with the landowners and the ‘voluntary 

principle’ meant that the NC could not compel the landowners to take action on 

behalf of nature conservation. In general, the NC in Scotland in the 1950s and 

1960s declared some vast National Nature Reserves and staked a claim over 

substantial areas of land, a claim which they were never able to substantiate in 

the Cairngorms. Compared with the NC in England at the time, the Edinburgh- 

based office of the NC had poor finances and too few staff effectively to 

manage such large and remote nature reserves in the Highlands. As each year 

went by in the 1950s, the NC in Scotland declared more reserves and the 

resource situation relative to the area to be managed worsened. However, the 

NC took the only step open to them in 1954, to secure the area as a nature 

reserve by entering into relatively weak Nature Reserve Agreements. Had they 

not done this, it is perhaps true to speculate that the area would probably be no 

better or worse than it is today. The fact that so large an area was declared an 

NNR so soon at least helps to establish that nature conservation has a strong 

moral claim to prior consideration as a landuse over the area so designated, now 

and in the future.
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As it is, the loser in the twentieth century appears to hâve been nature 

conservation; by the 1990s, recreation has emerged as a powerful landuse, 

especially when it is directly associated with the economic activity of tourism. 

Although both nature conservation and recreation evolved together from 

historic roots back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, recreation has 

always been seen directly to benefit more people, and to lead to economic and 

social development by providing jobs and bringing in more people to the area. 

Nature conservation in the UK has not been seen to have an economic or 

financial benefit to local people, and the establishment of a nature reserve has 

often led to accusations of the sterilisation and waste of good farming or 

forestry land. The Cairngorms area provides an exception to this accepted 

wisdom, in the Ospreys at Loch Garten. Here the RSPB watchpoint and nature 

reserve has demonstrated that nature conservation can provide money and local 

jobs, and stimulate the creation of a zone of holiday cottages for let, B&B 

accommodation and small-scale service industries associated with tourism. This 

form of pioneering UK eco-tourism from the 1960s highlighted the link 

between recreation and a sustainable and clean environment, but most 

interestingly, builds on the first popular aesthetic and admiring observations of 

Ospreys (for their own intrinsic worth) made at Rothiemurchus Estate in the 

last two decades of the nineteenth century.

It is timely to draw a comparison here between nature conservation and 

scenic conservation. Recreational development in the Cairngorms has been far 

less damaging to mountain birds, for example, that first envisaged. It has
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brought millions of visitors to the area, especially after the skiing and holiday 

centre developments of the early 1960s, but the ecological damage has been 

restricted to vegetation and soil erosion at the most popular visitor locations. 

However, whilst there have been some attempts to protect wildlife in the area, 

there has been a substantial neglect of landscape conservation. Beauty in the 

British countryside has not enjoyed the same level of official protection that 

nature has, and when a Countryside Commission for Scotland was created in 

the late 1960s it had a predominantly recreational management remit. Popular 

culture in the twentieth century (and back into the nineteenth century) has been 

far more interested in scenic beauty than in biodiversity, yet scenic conservation 

practice in the Cairngorms (and the UK) has been undervalued. Recreation had 

a dramatic effect on scenic conservation in the Cairngorms area, with the 

damage on the visual amenity of the region being perpetrated by the skiing 

infrastructure on Cairn Gorm, water sports centres and the Aviemore Mountain 

Resort complex. The Cairngorms NNR begins on Cairn Gorm just 450 metres 

from a ski-tow. The bulldozed estate tracks of traditional sporting estates 

(especially on Mar and Glen Feshie) have left ugly lines on the landscape and 

the use of ATV vehicles by the estates has led to soil erosion and landslips. 

Plantation forestry has also contributed to a lessening of the scenic grandeur of 

the Cairngorms. In the mid-1990s, plans to construct a funicular railway up 

Cairn Gorm could lead to further recreation-induced constructions on the 

mountain, which will continue to present the summer visitor to the area with a 

desperately ugly and contaminated view; winter snow seems to somewhat
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soften the visual impact of the ski road and ski-tows. There is much work still 

to be done on the history of countryside recreation if we are to understand the 

dynamics of modem mral Great Britain, especially with the dramatic increase 

in leisure as a human activity after World War II, and the impact that recreation 

can have as a competitive landuse.

Consideration of the intrinsic scenic beauty of the Cairngorm scene brings 

to mind the issue of ‘wilderness’, both here in the UK and in the USA. In the 

1964 Wilderness Act, the 88* Congress defined (and legislated) for the 

promotion and protection of ‘wilderness areas’ within the USA. They were to 

be places untouched by human hands, where man was a visitor who did not 

remain. The land was to be wholly undeveloped and was to be kept in its 

natural state. O f course, those areas were held for the nation by the Federal 

government. Such a definition of wilderness would be utterly unpractical in 

Great Britain, for at best a remote and beautiful Cairngorm glen is a semi

natural environment. It is not suiprising that the USA government sought to 

define formally what wilderness should be in the mid-1960s, for the early 

designation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872 had established a firm link 

between the concept of wilderness and the American psyche. In Great Britain, 

and in Europe as a whole, wilderness is so far removed from our historical and 

cultural traditions that we have little understanding of what it should be, in its 

purest form. Additionally, any thoughts of state-owned National Parks in 

Scotland aroused widespread hostility from the conservative forces of landed 

interest, and pro-development bodies, who all feared the nationalisation and
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subsequent sterilisation of the land. Had a National Park come to the 

Cairngorms in the 1950s instead of the establishment of the NNR, then it would 

probably have meant the importation of the English/Welsh National Park 

system which has resulted in little real nature conservation benefit. Had the 

Cairngorms National Park ideal come to fruition in the early 1930s, then control 

of it may have been given to a National Park Commission, the Department of 

Agriculture or perhaps, even the Forestry Commission. This, however, is 

counter-factual history and allows us only to speculate on what may have 

happened. Such a National Park, if based on National Parks south of the border, 

would have been a recreational development. USA National Parks, and the 

English National Parks of the Lake District and Peak District have suffered a 

considerable erosion of their wilderness and scenic qualities in the decades after 

1960. High population densities in the hinterlands of those two English 

National Parks (within an hour’s drive away) have ensured high visitor numbers 

to the Parks which brings with it considerable management problems. A 

Cairngorms National Park would, on reflection, probably not have been subject 

to the same visitor numbers due to its more remote location away from large 

centres of population, but it would still have been a popular National Park 

attracting holidaymakers more than day-visitors.

The last centuiy has pointed out the importance of nature conservation and 

recreation as landuses in the Cairngorms area, but time has not solved the 

question of the balance between them, nor how to achieve this balance along 

with a strengthening of the economic prosperity of the region, without which 

any future designation would not be sustainable in the long run.
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