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Strathglass 

On some maps of Scotland landscapes like 

this are labeled as ‘forest’ even though they are 

virtually treeless.  

Actually, ‘hunting forests’ would be a 

better term since they were mostly managed for 

sheep, and sporting estates for deer stalking and 

grouse shooting. But there are still some tracts 

of ‘wildland’ or sporting estates in the care of 

the National Trust for Scotland (NTS). But a lot 

of unmanaged wildland has literally gone wild 

and covered with heather and bracken. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the 1950-60’s the red deer population 

was not as abundant as it is of late.  Even so 

while driving through glens like Strathglass, 

one has to watch out for the deer which often 

graze by the roadside.  

One of the consequences of the 

introduction of sheep and red deer, and the 

extraction of timber, was damage done to the 

natural regeneration of the native Caledonian 

pine forest. However, despite the decline in the 

native woodland in Strathglass, Glen Affric is 

still home to an abundance of wildlife and has 

one of the largest remnants of the ancient 

Caledonian Pine Forest in Scotland which once 

covered much of the Highlands.  

Several nests of wood ants (Formica 

lugubris) can be seen alongside enchanting 

forest roads in Glen Affric Forest. By feeding 

leaf-eating caterpillars to their larvae the ants 

help to protect trees such as Scots pine from 

defoliation. 

 

 

Recognizing the importance of Glen 

Affric to the Nation, the Forestry Commission 

purchased a large part of the Glen in 1951. 
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In the early days, restoration work was 

undertaken by the Forestry Commission, much 

of it under the guidance of the distinguished 

District Officer Findlay McRae MBE.  It is in 

no small way a tribute to his efforts to conserve 

and expand the Caledonian Pine forest that it 

became The Glen Affric National Reserve. 

In Strathglass, as throughout much of 

Scotland, the ancient “hunting forests” have 

been replaced with plantations such as this fine  

example at Cannich in Strathglass.  

Because the plantation is bordered by 

“hunting forest” which is mostly moorland, 

were periodically burned to encourage new 

growth to increase fodder for game. Since the 

fires occasionally got out control and in danger 

of spreading into the forest, it was necessary to 

plant a band of larch as a fire break to promote 

green (fire-resistant) grass to slow the spread of 

the fire from the heath into the forest and also 

from roadside fires started by careless smokers 

throwing lighted butts out of cars or busses. 

While there was some mixtures of exotics 

tree species (Grand fir, Douglas fir, etc., ) 

generally planted in the lower fertile (eastern) 

parts of  Strathglass; in the western 

mountainous  part of Glen Affric, planting of 

“Caledonian Pine” took precedence - with 

seedlings  raised from seeds of Caledonian Pine 

indigenous to Glen Affric.  Remnants of native 

birch woods and oak woods were also cared for 

and extended.  

As young forest worker, the author got to 

know this region very well. To describe all the 

tasks from what is best called ‘grunt work’ 

would be worthy of a large book. In fact it is an 

over-simplification to merely mention planting, 

because the work ranged from hand-draining 

mountain slopes, cutting scrub, planting, 

weeding, etc., etc. (see chapter 14:Forest 

Worker). Unlike the modern forest worker – 

especially those on contract – there are 

innumerable small and quite often unexpected 

task that skilled forest worker had to undertake 

regardless if the weather was hot or cold, 

snowing or raining, etc., etc. or infested with 

clouds of midges (by far the worst of torments).  

Having learned the art of forest surveying 

and map-making at Craigvinean Forest, 

Dunkeld, the author took on the task of revising 

the Glen Affric Forest maps and laying 

preliminary routes for forest roads. Sounds, like 

a dream job. Quite the contrary - for running 

lines up and down the steep mountain braes, 

across bogs, through almost impregnable 

young, unthinned forest plantations, plus the 

tedium of measuring timber volume of  stands 

of trees  with crooked stems and scraggily tops.  

Of course, in new sections of Glen Affric 

acquired by the Forestry Commission the 

survey required laying out preliminary routes 

forest roads – keeping in mind the scenic and 

conservation aspects of the proposed route.  

At the end of the day, I still had to have a 

hand steady enough to do the extremely fine 

and eye-straining art of producing a hand-

drawing map with nothing more than a survey 

ruler and quill pen on the dining-room table in 

the forestry bothy. And in between that, there’s 

more grunt work to do in the forest.   
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Incidentally, a week or so after completing 

the Glen Affric forest map on 7th March, 1965, 

the author was surveying forests on snowshoes 

on deep snow and temperatures of -20 to -30°C 

in the remote, virtually unexplored, regions near 

the British Columbia/Yukon border. A large 

canvas miner’s tent served as both living 

quarters and office where he drafted maps 

based on his daily survey data notes. The 

drafting ‘table’ was a board cut from a stout 

birch tree trunk, while the rest of the tree was 

used for firewood.  

Recently, the Forestry Commission has 

been selling some of its estate to community 

groups. Consequently, many ‘charities’ and 

communities have joined the land owning 

fraternity; such as Trees For Life, Scottish 

Forest Alliance, The Royal Society for the 

Protection of Birds, Aigas Eilean Community 

Trust, and dozens more with vested interest in 

estates ‘for environmental reasons’.  

To their credit, the charities have played a 

major role in conservation and forest 

management insofar as they organize volunteer 

work weeks that allow interested individuals, 

with varying degrees of practical forestry 

experience, to participate in conservation, 

planting trees, building and maintaining hiking 

trails, etc. But the lion’s share of forestry is still 

done mostly by contractors as opposed to the 

ever decreasing number of full-time Forestry 

Commission’s forest workers.  

Like all powerful government agencies the 

public often has a love-hate relationship with 

the Forestry Commission. The Commission also 

has to compete with hundreds, if not thousands 

of competing local, regional and national 

government departments, agencies and their 

quangos. To their credit, at least we can point 

the work and value of Forestry Commission 

throughout Scotland.  

In short, since it was created in 1919, the 

Forestry Commission has become Britain’s 

landowner with 1.03 million hectares and looks 

after estimated 1.4 billion trees; i.e., most of the 

15% of Scotland’s forest cover. Add to that, 

their direct support to forestry on large private 

estates, towns and cities and their international 

goodwill. Naturally, such a large organization 

has a large support system for research and 

technology, economics, public relations and 

advisory services and many district offices.  

Alexander Robertson’s basic forest survey 

equipment, drawing instruments, and Glen 

Affric Forest Map. The logo with the stag was 

inspired by the label on the can of the popular 

Campbell’s soup Scotch Broth..  
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  Glen Affric  

Glen Affric is often mentioned as the 

most beautiful glen Scotland. The best way to 

appreciate it is to walk the 70 km from 

westward along the route of an ancient drove 

road from Cannich. With an early start, the 

hike from Cannich to Morvich and return can 

easily be done in a day. The Glen Affric route 

takes you past the Youth Hostel at Allt Beithe 

Garbh, up the river and over the pass on the 

south side of Beinn Fhada, and down the River 

Croe on the north side of the Five Sisters of 

Kintail to Morvich on the shore of Loch Duich.  

When Alexander Robertson, undertook 

the hike starting from Cannich in 1963 he spent 

far too much time admiring the awesome 

scenery and its wildlife so that it was by the 

light of the moon by the time he got near the 

Youth Hostel on way back from Kintail.  

He was delayed further when he sat 

down by the path for a rest, and was 

captivated by the glow of bioluminescent 

bacteria caused by my boots disturbing the 

peaty soils on the path. This may be the secret 

behind the legend of St. Fillan, the 8
th

 century 

missionary, being able to write by the light of 

his glowing arm – courtesy of the 

bioluminescent bacteria.  

Cannich was one of the recognized 

“stances” for drovers from Skye and Kintail, to 

rest their sheep and cattle overnight, on their 

way to the market at the Muir of Ord. One of 

these drovers, who had a reputation for 

sampling the local liquor - porter and ale - 

which were not proscribed, and also having an 

eye for a pretty girl, made his peace with the 

Almighty by making a large to the building fund 

for the Church of Scotland built at the top of a 

steep climb up to Cannich Glen - hence it is 

often called the “footstep to heaven”.  

 Glen Affric was part of the Clan Chisholm 

lands from the 15th to mid-19th centuries. And 

like many Highland lairds, he was involved in 

the forced removal of his clan folk and 

replacing them with sheep which were deemed 

a more economic return on investment. But 

one of the problems was that sheep and cattle 

put out to summer grazing on the mountains 

destroyed much of the natural regeneration of 

the Caledonian pine forest. Also, following the 

trends in the Victorian era, the Chisholm’s of 

Erchless Castle in Strathglass converted much 

of their land to a sporting estate by increasing 

deer population for which they built Affric 

Lodge in 1857 which is one of the finest 

examples of a highland shooting lodge. 

Hydro Power  

More than half of Scotland’s 145 

hydroelectric schemes are within the Highlands 

and Islands region, with the most modern 

plants achieving energy conversion rates 

topping 90%. Most were built between 1950 

and 1963 (the oldest one in 1907) and, of 

course, the stations are periodically upgraded 

with new technology for greater efficiency and 

output.   

From the Highlands & Islands Energy of 

Scotland website we learn that “Two large-

scale new pumped storage schemes are being 

planned for the Great Glen area of the central 

Highlands by power generation, distribution 

and supply company Scottish and Southern 

Energy (SSE).  
Despite a widespread assumption in 

recent years that Scotland’s hydro-power 

development was at or near its limits, 

significant new potential has been identified to 

address Scotland’s sustainable power aims, and 

contribute to local community development 

needs, through small-scale hydroelectric 

schemes.  
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Top-left: part of Loch Affric in the hills which feeds into Loch Beinn a’ Mheadhoin where there is a 

discreet dam (top right). Mullardoch Dam (bottom right).  Water is fed to the turbines of Fasnakyle 

Power Station through interconnecting tunnels about 5.6 km long from the lochs. Further downstream 

the same water source feeds 4 more generating stations. 

 A report to the Scottish Government, 

published in January 2010, showed a 

substantial range of viably developable small 

hydro schemes with a combined potential 

capacity of 1,204MW, sufficient to supply 

around a million homes. New Hydro stations 

with a combined generation capacity of some 

900 MW are planned for Coire Glas, north-west 

of Loch Lochy, and Balmacaan, near 

Invermoriston. They would be able to provide 

more than 1,000 GWh hours of electricity 

annually to help meet peak demands. With 

environmental impact investigations under 

way, SSE aim to submit planning applications in 

2011. They would be the first schemes 

developed in Britain for more than 35 years to 

use the pumped storage technique. During low 

power demand periods, water is pumped by 

electricity from a loch to an upper reservoir and 

is then released to generation.”  

Unlike the ghastly white hulks of wind 

turbine popping up all over country and along 

coastlines, the vast majority of hydro dams are 

inconspicuous or at least in less well-travelled 

and sparsely populated hinterlands.  Those that 

are large are actually quite an attractive feat of 

engineering and even have a majestic sort of 

architecture that sits well in the mountainous 

landscape.  

The waters of Glen Affric and Glen 

Cannich, alone feed six hydro station produce 

Deanie, Culligan, Mullardoch, Fasnakyle, Aigas, 

and Kilmarock which together generate 531 

million KWh annually.   
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Guisachan Kennels where the first golden 

retriever was bred. 

Guisachan 

(Place of the Firs) 

   Nearby, is Guisachan Estate which was 

bought by Frasers of Culbokie around 1520.  In 

1854-1939 the estate was owned by Lord 

Tweedmouth and his family. Lord Tweedmouth 

made many improvements to the estate by 

building a large mansion and beautiful farm 

steadings. He destroyed the old crofts and 

rehoused the tenants in the new model village 

of Tomich, as well as a school, laundry and 

brewery. For a few years, the National Fitness 

Campaign used Guisachan House as a training 

centre.  

In his quest to breed  the perfect hunting 

dog, Lord Tweedsmouth bred the first golden 

retriever in his kennels at  Guisachan is also 

where the first Golden Retriever was bred. By 

the time Lady Islington, who owned a local 

lodge, bought it in 1939 the mansion was 

dilapidated; so that anything that could be 

moved she sold off and had the roof removed. 

It still stands as a derelict shell.  In 1961, Ewan 

Fraser passed on Guisachan to current owner 

Donald Fraser who turned it into a very 

profitable resort with self-catering holiday 

lodges and chalets, while maintaining a 

working farm; thus providing a great base for 

exploring this magnificent highland landscape. 

www.tomich-holidays.co.uk  

  

Top to bottom: the ruin of Guisachan House, 

golden retrievers enjoying their place of origin, 

and two houses in the model village of Tomich.  

http://www.tomich-holidays.co.uk/
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The Lead Mines of Struy 

Three veins about twenty inches thick carrying 
lead and zinc occurs near Struy Lodge east of 
Erchless Castle. The veins were on the Lovat 
(Fraser) estates and were mined on a small 
scale during the first half of the 19th century. 
Together with a graphite seam at Loch a’ 
Mhuillidh in Glen Strathfarrer, the vein near 
Struy Lodge was the largest workings at the 
west end of Loch na Meine (Loch of the Ore). 
The old shaft and surface workings, together 
with the remains of the engine houses and 
sluices can still be made out.  

Eilean Aigas 

The Beauly River begins at Struy, where 
the Rivers Glass and Farrar meet. A few 
kilometers downstream is a large island in the 
river called Eilean Aigas. On it is a hunting 
lodge built about 1830 by the Earl of Lovat and 
was part of his vast Estate until 1995. The 
island was put up for sale in 2001 (for an asking 
price of £3 million). It was bought by Brendan 
Clouston, a Canadian businessman, formerly 
president of Tele-Communications Inc.   

Two notable tenants of the lodge who 
had an enormous impact on the Scottish 
culture, were the Sobieski brothers in the 
1840’s and Sir Compton Mackenzie in the 
1920’s.  

Sobieski Brothers 
The brothers adopted the surname  

Sobieski - being a Polish family name of their 
alleged grandmother, Princess Louisa and  King 
Charles III. They wove an elaborate tale that 
Queen Louise, the wife of King Charles III  gave 
birth to a son. In fear that her son would be 
assassinated, she  gave him  to  a Captain of 
the British Royal Navy. The Captain and his wife 

raised the boy as their own. When the boy 
grew up he sired the Sobieski Brothers. 

Incidenatlly, Polish people know there 
was a  real John Sobieski; i.e.,  King John III of 
Poland (1827-1842) of which there is a book 
The life of King John Sobieski III of Poland, by 
John Sobieski published in 1842. 

The truth is that  the brothers were born 
in Wales. Their father was Captain Thomas 
Allen (son of Admiral Sir John Carter Allen). 
Captain Allen married Katherine Manning, 
daughter of Reverend Owen Manning, on 2

nd
  

of October 1792. They had three children, 
Catherine May Allen, John Hay Allen, (1798-
1872) alias John Sobieski Stuart Sobieski and 
Charles Manning Allen (1799-1880) alias 
Charles Edward Stuart Sobieski 

In 1822 they let it be known that they  
had in their possession ancient manuscripts 
giving details of many old Clan tartans - not just 
for the Highlanders but also for Lowlanders in 
the border shires. The problem was that 
lowlanders never had a tartan tradition and 
that they invented most of them – many of 
which today are still accepted as genuine. In 
1842, they published Vestiarium Scoticum 
which turned out to be a glorious forgery 
which, neverthless, was the catalyst for a great 
tartan revival with a booming weaving industry 
to support it that continues to this day. In fact, 
this Alexander Robertson has three highland 
kilts – each a different Clan Robertson tartan. 
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Many respectable people in Scotland’s 
high society were fooled;  such as the 10th Earl 
of Moray, the 8th Earl of Dumfries, Sir Thomas 
and Dr Robert Chambers. Dick Lauder (whose 
Ancient  Lauder Tartan is a fabrication of the 
Sobieski – Stuarts). Lord Lovat was so besotted 
with the brothers he let them live at Eilean 
Aigas to hold court at the Lodge for their 
admirers where they lived in splendour and 
fully indulged in their imaginations, dressing in 
fancifull Highland garb, surrounding 
themselves with royal paraphernalia, and going 
deer stalking with nobility and clan chiefs, etc.  
 But soon their fallacies were exposed by 
an extremely critical and lengthy criticism in 
the The Quartely Review, Volume 81, 1847 with 
a stinging comment by none other than the  
great Sir Walter Scott, as this excerpt of pp 64 
from his article in the Quartely Review shows:-  

Ironically, in 1822, Sir Walter Scott 

organized the visit of King George IV to 

Scotland during which many clan tartan kilts 

were worn including King IV, who wore dark 

green tartan version of the Royal Stuart tartan. 

This was the first visit to Scotland by a reigning 

King since 1600! 

 Although the Brothers responded to the 
damning  criticism in a rebuttal in 1848 in the 
Quartely Review, admirably defending their 
work, they neverthless fell out of grace. They 
were forced to leave Scotland and were only to 
return upon their deaths for burial. John died 
in 1872 and his younger brother Charles in 
1880. 

Nevertheless, with the passage of time, 
the many tartans invented for the clans by the 
artistically talented Sobieski - Stuarts in the 
Vestiarium Scoticum have gained 
respectability. In fact, a whole industry in 
Scotland now revolves around those designs, 
from kilt making to the kind of cheap ‘tartan 
tat’ one can find in any souvenir shop in 
Scotland.   In fact, there is even an official 
Registry of Tartans The 
Scottish Register of 
Tartans an executive 
agency of the Scottish 
Government for anyone, 
including Icelanders, to 
register their own tartans.   
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Top: Suidheachan – Compton Mackenzie’s 

house (still in the family). Bottom Cockle Strand 

Airport with tidal  beach runway.   

Sir Compton and Faith Mackenzie 
The most famous resident of Eilean Aigas 

was undoubtedly Sir Compton Mackenzie 
(1883-1972) and wife Taith who rented Eilean 
Aigas for £450 per annum. They moved in 
December 1930, but moved out  on May 1933, 
in violation of the terms of the lease – i.e., they 
didn’t keep the heat on! They were required to 
keep the mansion heated for seven out of 
twelve months) of the year (but didn’t). Hence, 
the ceiling of one of the rooms collapsed on 
Compton while he was asleep. However, Faith 
also recollected that the garden was 
particularly beautiful: 

 
By Faith’s account the house was not 

particularly comfortable and somewhat 
delapidated. But the grounds were 
magnificent.  As Faith recalls:-  

"On the north side rugged purple and grey 
cliffs flanked the narrow, turbulent river, small 
pine trees hung at all angles over the water 
from rock crevices. Walking against the stream 
up on the grassy path of the cliff, you suddenly 
went downhill and came upon the same river 
tranquil as a pool." 

"Free for nearly three years from all 
restraint, climbing roses had scaled the 
heights... the ground was a carpet of tulips: Iris 

germanica in every possible variety... The 
acacias in the sunken garden, (now big trees), 
filled the air with their scent... Dear God! This 
was a garden in a dream." 

Compton was born in West Hartlepool, 
England into a well-known theatrical family of 
Mackenzies who used the stage name 
Compton. He was educated at St Paul's School 
and Magdalen College, Oxford.  

Between 1913 and 1920 the Comptons 
lived on the Italian island of Capri in the 
Tyrrhenian Sea which gave him the inspiration 
for two novels Vestal Fire (1927) and 
Extraordinary Women (1928).  

With the proceedings of his best selling 
books, he built a large  house in 1934 and 
called it Suidheachan (transl. Sitting Down 
Place) on the Hebridean island of Barra where 
he lived for many years.  Cockle Strand  on the 
Eoligarry peninsula, is a huge tidal beach which 
serves as the only airport in Britain with a 
runway inundated by the tide. It has regular 
flights to-n-fro Glasgow and Benbecula. Later in 
life he moved to and died in Edinburgh, his 
grave is near Suidheachan at Cille Bharra in 
Eoligarry,  
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 It was said of Compton MacKenzie that 
“he wasn't born a Scot, and he didn't sound like 
a Scot. But nevertheless his imagination was 
truly Scottish." Afterall, he had  Jacobite 
sympathies and served as the third Governor-
General of the Royal Stuart Society, and was 
also a a founding member of the the Scottish 
National Party (SNP) founded in 1934. The 
party's stated aim is "to create a just, caring and 
enterprising society by releasing Scotland's full 
potential as a sovereign state in the mainstream of 

modern Europe.”  The SNP won a landslide 
victory in the 2011 Elections winning 69 out of 
125 seats in Scottish Parliament.  

He wrote more than ninety books - 
novels, history and biography, essays and 
criticism, children's stories and verse, and was 
also an outstanding broadcaster. The most 
famous books were two comedies Monarch of 
the Glen (1941) on which a recent  television 
series is based, and Whiskey Galore (1947) 
which was the an award winning movie based 
on his novel.   

During the First World War, before he 

started writing books, he was Captain in the 

Royal Marines, becoming Director of the 

Aegean Intelligence Service. He wrote four spy 

thriller books based on the (his) experiences of 

a British intellegence officer in the First World 

war. One of which - Greek Memories (1932) - 

got him into  serious trouble, and narrowly 

escaping imprisonment for breaching the 

Official Secrets Act. Having admitting to it, 

along with crafty secret plea bargaining, he was 

spared a jail sentence and got off with £100 

fine. 

The second book in question - the third 

installment of the Greek Memoirs - covered 

the period when he was head of the British 

Secret Service counter-espionage section in 

Athens from 1915 to early 1916. It caused 

widespread anger within intelligence circles 

and gave the Government jitters about the 

publicity a trial would attract. Prior to release 

of the book, it was noticed he identified the 

former head and founder of the service, code 

named ‘C’, as Commander Mansfield Cumming.  

Admiral Sir Hugh Sinclair, head of The 

Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), complained 

that Sir Compton had revealed a War Office 

section called MI 1c, which was a cover for SIS, 

“thereby disclosing the identity of certain present 

officers of the service.” At 3pm on the day 

publication was due to be released; the 

Director of Public Prosecutions personally 

insisted the publishers withdraw the book. But 

at the subsequent trial, St John Hutchinson, 

one of the author’s barristers, forced a Foreign 

Office official to admit that the contents of 

Greek Memories “could do no harm to 

anyone”. 

Later he published a farcical book Water 

on Brain (1933) - a bitter fictional attack on the 

British Secret Service, prompted by his 

prosecution for Greek Memories under the 

Official Secrets Act 

He was eventually forgiven by the 

Establishment and knighted in 1952. 
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MUIR OF ORD 

It was originally called Ardmaniach 
(Gaelic ard, height; maniach, monk), from an 
old religious house on the wooded ridge of 
Mulbuie),  

From about 1820 huge trysts or cattle 
markets were held on land a little north of 
Beauly, then later on a better site a little 
further north, just south of Tarradale. The 
trysts became known by the name of the site, 
at Muir of Ord. 

Muir of Ord is on the western edge of the 
Black Isle, so named because it rarely gets 
snow and looks black amidst the white snow 
covered districts around it.  

Naturally, the lack of snow means that 
they can grow the best barley in Britain.  

At nearby Tarradale there was an illicit 
whisky distillery. In 1838 distilling whisky at 
Tarradale was legalized and the number of 
distilleries grew rapidly – producing almost 
40,000 litres annually by 1885.  Today this is 
known as Glen Ord Distillery, and offers 
distillery tours and has an excellent visitor 
centre.  

Of course, whisky distilleries produce a lot 
of sludge. So 2001, the Glen Ord Whisky 

Distillery became the first company in the UK 
to use the new Biobed Modular Plant (MP) 
technology, a pioneering application of high-
rate anaerobic granular treatment for 
wastewater with low chemical oxygen demand 
(COD) loads. Developed by Biothane Systems 
International, the Biobed MP is an extension of 
the expanded granular sludge bed (EGSB) - 
itself a second-generation process arising from 
the upflow anaerobic sludge blanket (UASB) 
which was developed by Gist-brocades in the 
early 1980s. 

The plant has a treatment capacity of 
1,000kg COD/day and receives a maximum 
flow of 908m³/d. Since installation, the plant 

has been consistently treating the distillery's 
effluent to meet discharge consent, achieving 
BOD and COD reductions routinely exceeding 
90% and 80% respectively  

 
 In 1862 the Inverness and Ross-shire 

Railway was built with a station at Tarradale. 
However, the railway company called their 
station Muir of Ord, after the site of the cattle 
trysts still taking place a mile to the south. And 
within a relatively short time the name 
"Tarradale" was but a fading memory, and the 
settlement that gradually filled in the gaps 
between the distillery, the railway station and 
the site of the trysts, became known as Muir of 
Ord. 

 Muir of Ord is currently the location for 
the annual Black Isle Show, the second largest 
and most important agricultural show in 
Scotland after the Royal Highland Show (held 
annually in Ingliston, near Edinburgh). The RHS 
is extremely busy, and with much stressful 
business to be done, the agricultural 
community fondly look forward to the more 
relaxed Black Isle Show. It is also more focused 
on the farmers and crofters of the Highlands, 
rather than the wider national RHS, making it 
the highlight of the year. The Black Isle Show is 
traditionally held on the first Thursday in 
August at the showground just outside the 
village of Muir off Ord. These are congenial and 
very pleasant fairs suitable for the public in 
general and not just the farming fraternity.  Up 
until the 18

th
 century, cattle were driven along 

drove roads throughout the highlands to 
markets towns like Muir of Ord.  In ‘Notes and 
Sketches Illustrative of Northern Rural Life in 
the 18

th
 Century,’ by William Alexander, 

describes the northern fairs:- “In medieval times, 

the country fairs (trysts) had apparently been an 
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institution established by the Monks of the middle 
ages, with a view to facilitate the transaction of 
general business. And so they were usually held on 
Saint's day. In degenerate times, indeed, it was 
frequently held on a Sunday. And at one time the fair 
was regarded quite as much in the light of a 
rendezvous for indulgence in such rude games and 
wrestling’s as are celebrated in "Christ's Kirk o' the 
Green" a poem with an appreciably northern smack 
about it, by whomsoever written as in that of a resort 
for the transaction of serious business. Hence, such 
expressions as "Play Feersday" (Thursday), when the 
fair happened to be held on that day of the week or 
"Play Friday," if it happened to be on a Friday; the 
dominating idea being amusement. The practice 
common in the last century, of having fairs 
announced outside the kirk door after service on 
Sundays, with a comprehensive summary given by 
the " crier" of the more attractive articles likely to be 
found thereat, gave rise to the "byeword" that such 
and such a thing that seemed likely to become 
notoriously public was " like a cried fair." An almost 
invariable accompaniment of certain of the fairs was 
the occurrence of party fights, or personal encounters 
between rustic athletes fond of testing their physical 
prowess. These encounters, which ordinarily took 
place about the close of the fair, were sufficiently 
brutal in character, the combatants often mercilessly 
belabouring each other with cudgels and bows.”  

Christ's Kirk on the Green mentioned by 
Alexander, is one of the most popular and 
influential poems ever to have been produced 
in Scotland. The poem is attributed either to 
King James I (1406-37) or James V (1512-42). It 
is a description of a rural fair; i.e., a cattle fair 
called ‘Tryst’, such as the famous Falkirk Tryst.  

 The distinctive 'Christ's Kirk' verse form 
and boisterous subject matter were derived 
from an anonymous fifteenth century Scots 
poem, 'Peblis [Peebles] to the Play', which is 
acknowledged in the opening verse of 'Christ's 
Kirk on the Green'. But the printer's note 
under the title, 'Newly Corrected according to 
the Original Copy'.  

The misprint  Robin Roy in the copy (and 
not Robene Roy) as in the original, suggests 
this  was one of the many reprints that were 
made of the poem in the late 17

th
 or early 18

th
 

century during Rob Roy MacGregor’s lifetime. 
Rob Roy was noted for his combative 
squabbles at Trysts.  

Then Robene Roy began to revell, 
and Towsie to him drugged: 
Let be (quoth Jock) and call'd him Jevel 
and by the tail him tugged. 
Then Kensie clieked to Kevell, 
God wots if they two lugged: 
They parted there upon a nevell. 
men say, that hair was rugged 
between them twa, 
 
With that a friend of his cry'd Fie, 
and forth an arrow drew, 
He forged it so forcefully, 
the bow in flinders flew, 
Such was the grace of God, trow I; 
for had the tree been true, 
Men said, who knew his archery, 
that he had slain anew 
belyve that day. 
 
A yape young-man that stood him niest, 
soon bent his bow in ire,  
And etled the bairn in at the breast, 
the bolt flew ov'r the byre, 
And cry'd, Fy, he had slain a Priest. 
a myle beyond the myre: 
Both bow and bag from him he kiest, 
and fled as fast as fire 
from flint that  day 
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BEAULY 

Beauly gets its name from a remark by 

Mary Queen of Scots who, on looking out of 

her window while staying there in 1564, 

exclaimed "Quel beau lieu" (transl., ‘what a 

beautiful place’). The village certainly lives up 

to its name, being a very neat and attractive 

village and having won four national awards in 

the "Britain in Bloom" competition.  

The village grew up around the priory 

which is one of three priories founded by 

monks of the Valliscaulian Order, from the 

Burgundy region of France, and built under the 

patronage of Sir John Biyset in 1230. The other 

priories are Ardchattan in Lorne, and 

Pluscarden in Elgin. 

 Construction of the priory began in 1272 

and completed in 1287. After the Reformation 

(1543-59) the priory fell into disuse, and the 

lead was removed from the roof and its stones 

removed for other buildings. Much of the 

priory became a quarry used for its stone 

during the construction of other buildings.  

Around the perimeter of the grounds are 

several Pictish vitrified forts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The history of the village is inextricably 

linked with a number of the Scottish clans. The  

Chisholm’s owned much of the land on 

the north side of the River Beauly and ruled 

from Erchless Castle in Strathglass, while the 

Mackenzie clan ruled the lands to the North of 

Beauly. 

But the most notable clan in the area was 

the Lovat Frasers who owned much of the land 

around the village and had their base at nearby 

Beaufort Castle.  

The original castle was built by the Biyset 

family and came into the hands of the Fraser's 

in the late 13th century. English forces 

besieged the castle in 1303. The castle sits on 

the site of several previous castles, including 

Castle Dounie, which was burned to the ground 

by Oliver Cromwell's forces during the Wars of 

the Three Kingdoms in the 1640's; then by 

Prince William, Duke of Cumberland shortly 

The elm tree in the photo, at the entrance to the 

graveyard, is estimated to about eight hundred 

years old, possibly the oldest elm tree in Europe. 
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after the Battle of Culloden, at the end of 

Jacobite rising of 1745. The castle was sold in 

1994 to Ann Gloag, director of the National  

Bus company Stagecoach.  

Many of the Chiefs of the Clan Fraser are 

world famous for their military and public 

service. The one best known to foresters was  

Brigadier-General Simon Joseph Fraser (1871-

1933),, 14th Lord Lovat and 3rd Baron Lovat 

KT, GCVO, KCMG, CB, DSO. He was a leading 

Roman Catholic aristocrat, landowner, soldier, 

politician and the 23rd Chief of Clan Fraser. 

Quite apart from his extraordinary 

military and political career is his tremendous 

influence in the creation of the Forestry 

Commission. Of course, the Fraser Estates 

always had their own magnificent forests and 

forest industries. So it was no surprise that he 

was appointed Army Director of Forestry and in 

1919 and also Chairman of the Forestry 

Commission from 1919 to 1927.  

His great contribution to forestry in 

collaboration with Sir John Stirling-Maxwell of 

Pollock, Maj. Brig. General Stirling of Kier and 

Viscount Novar (Ronald Ferguson) was outlined 

in chapter 2: Skye.  

Apart from forests on private estates, 

through the Forestry Commission’s community 

forest program there is the Aigas Community 

Forest based in Beauly. They summarize their 

aims and objectives thus:-  

“We are a community run social 

enterprise aiming to secure the 700 acre Aigas 

Forest to be run as productive, working forest 

providing social, economic and environmental 

benefits for residents of and visitors to Lower 

Strathglass. You can find us just 16 miles from 

Inverness but in the heart of the Scottish 

Highlands. 

Large sections of Aigas Forest were 

planted by Forestry Commission Scotland in the 

1960’s around an older section of woodland. 

The forest has been poorly managed in the last 

20 years and is now seen as surplus by the 

Forestry Commission, but as an opportunity by 

us. Our studies have demonstrated that the 

woodland could be run as a profitable 

enterprise providing benefits for the community 

whilst also being sensitively managed from a 

nature conservation standpoint. 

At the moment (2011) we are finalizing 

our business plan and fundraising to secure the 

forest and to provide development funding. Our 

target is £750,000. With this we hope to secure 

a legacy from this generation to the next and 

hopefully to the many after that. In 100 years’ 

time the residents of our community, who can 

all see the forest from their homes, will be 

looking out on massively different woodland. 

Woodland balanced between native species 

and commercial planting, criss-crossed with 

paths providing easy and enjoyable access, 

home to a wide diversity of wildlife and 

producing an income not just to reinvest in the 

forest but also to support other activity in the 

glen. 

This is our ambition and we hope you can 

share it with us. Please consider supporting our 

cause by making a donation to general funds or 

a pledge to our capital appeal. 

The Aigas Community Forest is fortunate 

in having the support of prominent and 

internationally renowned conservationist such 

as Sir John Lister-Kaye and Professor Jim 

Hunter who is well known for his activism in 

land reform.    
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DINGWALL (Þingvellir) 

Dingwall is a market town and 

administrative centre for Ross & Cromarty. It 

was a prominent the Norse settlement during 

the second Viking age.  Dingwall’s name is 

derived from the Icelandic Þingvellir; i.e., field 

or meeting place of the Thing (þing) for local 

assembly which preserves the Norse 

connections of the town.  As in Iceland, the 

Thing was the assembly of the free people of a 

country, province or a clan.  Apparently, in the 

9
th

-10
th

 centuries, the Thing site was located on 

what is now the Cromarty Memorial Car Park. 

There were, consequently, hierarchies of 

Things. In other words, local Things were 

represented at the higher-level for a province 

or simple a tract of land. At the Thing, disputes 

were solved and political decisions made.  

The place for the Thing was quite often a 

place for public religious rites and for 

commerce.  The Thing met at regular intervals, 

legislated, elected chieftains and kings, and 

judged according to the law – the proceedings 

memorized and recited by the "law speaker" 

(the judge).  

  The Thing was intended for assembly of 

the free people of a country, province or a 

hundred (hundare/härad/herred). In reality, 

the Thing was naturally dominated by the most 

influential members of the community, the 

heads of clans, like the MacLeods, and wealthy 

families. So, in theory at least, one-man one-

vote was the rule.   

The Thing's negotiations were presided 

over by the law speaker and the chieftain or 

the Mormaer (sub King) such as Thorfinn the 

Mighty ((Mac Bethad Mac Finleách). In 1050, 

Dingwall became the seat of Findleách Mac 

Ruaidri, the Mormaer of Moray, and the 

birthplace of his son MacBeth (Mac Bethad). 

Shakespeare has it that three witches 

persuaded MacBeth, Mormaer of Moray to be 

King.  In truth, in his own right, MacBeth had a 

legitimate claim to be King of Scots and went 

to battle to assert his rights and won. He is 

supposed to have killed David I in a battle.  But 

historians question whether this was at the 

hands of MacBeth.  

 Shakespeare’s great classic ‘MacBeth’ 

does a great injustice to the real MacBeth. But 

then, there’s a great deal of doubt about who 

Shakespeare was, let alone the fact that he was 

not an historian and never travelled beyond 

the south of England.  

The real MacBeth, brought up in the 

principles of the Thing, travelled widely 

throughout his kingdom and had control of 

sizeable area of North England. King MacBeth 

was firm to be sure and is credited with 

imposing law and order and encouraged the 

development of Christianity and fostered trade 

and industry with continental Europe. In 1050, 

his realm was peaceful enough that he made a 

six-month pilgrimage to Rome for a Papal 

Jubilee during the reign of Pope Leo IX. Let’s be 

frank, any Scottish king able to leave his 

kingdom for such a long period to visit Rome  

surely indicates northern that Scotland at least, 

and Dingwall in particular, was politically and 

economically stable for the time, and that 

Macbeth had earned the respect of his 

subjects. Indeed, in 2005, on the 1000th 

anniversary of Macbeth’s birth, a group of 

historians and politicians began a campaign to 

rehabilitate Macbeth, claiming that his 

reputation has been unfairly maligned by 

Shakespeare. In reality, by the standards of the 

time, MacBeth’s 17 year reign from 1040-1057) 

was indeed long and relatively peaceful. 

The Highland Theological College is in 

Dingwall and is approved by the Church of 

Scotland for the training of ministers. It is also 

part of the University of the Highlands and 

Islands.  

Like many market towns Dingwall holds 

annually The Great Feil Maree – which is a 
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highlight of the year and marks the revival of 

the traditional fair in Dingwall. Throughout the 

day there’s a wide number of stalls, including 

the Taste of Dingwall, traditional music 

performers, games for children as well as a 

large vintage car show..  

 Dingwall Canal is the shortest and most 

northerly canal in the UK. In 1578, John Leslie 

the Bishop of Ross produced a map of 

Scotland, which was published in Rome, and 

indicates that Dingwall was of sufficient 

importance to be included on the map, and 

that James VI awarded it a burgh charter in 

1587. The map also mentions Dingwall had 

cobble streets and a harbour – important 

status symbols for burghs in those days. 

However, by 1777, because of siltation 

from the River Peffery, access to-n-fro the sea 

was blocked. However, in 1815, the river was 

deepened when the famous engineer Thomas 

Telford diverted the river through a temporary 

cut, and built a short canal so that a new 

course for river could be constructed. The work 

was completed by 1819. 

Unfortunately, the canal was not a 

commercial success; and the town council 

asked the Commissioners for Highland Roads 

and Bridges to take over responsibility for it. 

Their action was not successful, and the burgh 

continued to manage it. By 1838, it was 

deemed to be a tolerably good harbour, and 

there was incoming trade in coal, lime and 

other goods, with grain, timber and bark 

passing in the other direction. Ships could dock 

safely away from the mud flats in what was 

effectively a tidal basin.  

          

                

                  

 

 

 

 

Camp Coffee 

Camp Coffee is sludgy, thick, black coffee 

syrup unique to Scotland with an imperialistic 

military logo on its label has a dubious 

connection to Dingwall. 

As its name suggests, Camp Coffee is a 

substitute for real coffee by mixing it with 

warm milk. It is also used for flavoring in coffee 

cakes and confections.  

It began production in Glasgow in 1876 by 

Paterson & Sons Ltd. Camp Coffee was 

originally developed for military purposes upon 

the request of Scottish Highland Regiments for 

a quick coffee drink while on military  

campaigns in India. There is some truth to this; 

because one needs to have the constitution of 

seasoned warrior to stomach this stuff. Not 

only were the Highlander’s prayers answered 

by Camp Coffee: so were the factory workers 

(particularly their employers) who took shorter 

tea breaks by just adding the Coffee Camp 

sauce to hot water or milk.  

By 1984 Camp was produced by 

McCormick & Co. and later Schwartz – both 

listed on the New York stock Exchange.  Being 

one of those glutinous, brown substances, 

halfway between Pepsi and crude oil such that, 

on their websites, McCormick & co., denies 

manufacturer it; while Schwartz doesn’t even 

mention it. Not surprising, since it has been 

variously describes as: 

“This stuff may look like bunker-C, but pour 

some over ice and top up your glass with milk and 

you have a tasty treat you just can't beat (not even 

with a chilled glass of Bovril)”.  

“…if you are beguiled by tar-like foodstuffs, 

you'll want to visit the Bovril Shrine, the award 

winning tribute to the determination of humanity to 

eat things God and Nature never intended.”  

Today Camp Coffee is a British icon of 

nostalgia, as many remember it from their 

childhoods.  
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Above is the monument in the Mitchel Hill 

Cemetery in Dingwall. Honoring Maj. General 

Hector Archibald MacDonald (Hector the Hero) 

has a striking resemblance to the figures on 

Camp Coffee labels.  

The instant brew tended to stick in one’s 

craw. So one had to acquire a bit of a macho 

nature to be able to drink it, without feeling a 

lingering sickness. So to steel your nerves, the 

original Camp Coffee label was drawn by 

William Wrigglesworth and became famous for 

its warlike slogan “Ready Aye Ready”.  

The macho image was reinforced by a 

high-ranking soldier of the Gordon Highlanders 

being served by a Sikh carrying coffee on a tray 

and serving it to general of the Highland 

Brigade - which was widely condemned as 

imperialistic and racist. To appease the critics 

somewhat, the label was redrawn so that the 

Sikh is serving coffee but not with a tray.  And 

so as late as 2006 the makers of Camp Coffee 

were forced to redraw the famous (or 

infamous) label after increasingly worldwide 

complaints of racism. So the new label has the 

Sikh and the General drinking coffee as equals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So what has Camp Coffee got to do with 

Dingwall?  It is that the Gordon Highlander on 

the Camp Coffee label is the likeness of one of 

Dingwall’s famous sons, the illustrious Maj. 

General Sir Hector Archibald MacDonald, 

Commander of the Highland Brigade in South 

Africa (1899), Commander of the South District 

Army in Indian and Commander-in-Chief of 

British forces in Sri Lanka (1902).   

There is an exceptionally tall and fine 

monument honoring the great Highlander in 

Mitchel Hill Cemetery in Dingwall.   

He is also honored with the classic and 

very beautiful and popular tune "Hector the 

Hero" by the legendary Scottish composer and 

fiddler James Scott Skinner in 1903 and lyrics 

for music by Thomas McWilliam.  

Advertising poster 

for Camp Coffee 

c1890-1900 


