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BIG TREE COUNTRY 
Big Tree Country usually applies to north-

west part of Perthshire.  Scotland had huge 
oaks, ash and Caledonian pine and, though not 
tall, are exceptionally long-lived trees though 
not as ancient as the Fortingale Yew estimated 
to be between 3000 and 9000 years old. 

 But when it comes to the tallest trees in 

Britain, we have to thank two Perthshire lads: 

namely, David Douglas and Robert Menzie.  

DAVID DOUGLAS 
The son of a stone 

mason he was born in 
Scone in 1799. In 1810, 
he left school and got a 
job as an apprentice 
gardener under the guidance of William 
Beattie the Head Gardener at Scone Palace.  In 
1817, he became gardener to Sir Robert 
Preston of Valleyfield in Fife and was 
encouraged to use an extensive collection of 
botanical books in Sir Robert’s library.  In 1820, 
the promising young naturalist caught the 
attention of Sir William Hooker and together 
they made several botanical expeditions 
throughout the Scottish Highlands.  

In 1823, Sir William recommended Robert 
to the Royal Horticultural Society in London to 
undertake plant and seed collecting in eastern 
United States while based in Philadelphia.  On 
the success of that work, the Hudson Bay 
Company sponsored him on behalf of the RHA, 
to explore and collect plants up the Columbia 
River and the Pacific Northwest in general. He 
arrived in Fort Vancouver in the spring of 1825 
and had great success sending back about 250 

species new to British horticulture; the best 
known of which are exceedingly common in 
Scottish landscape are and Sitka Spruce the 
dominant species in Scottish forest plantations, 
and the giant Douglas Fir - 3 of which hold the 
record as the tallest trees in Britain at 313 ft.   

Tragically, Douglas died in 1834 while in 
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Hawaii where he had fallen into a trap 
intended to catch bullocks. Many believed he 
had been murdered by Englishman, Edward 
Gurney, an escaped convict at whose hut he 
had last been seen alive. The purse of gold 
coins Douglas was carrying was never found. 
He was buried in Honolulu in 1847. A fine 
memorial to Douglas stands in the churchyard 
of the Old Parish Church in Scone 
It’s a fine legacy Douglas that Scotland should 
have the tallest trees in Scotland such as:-  

Grand Fir - 64.4m, Ardkinglas, Argyllshire  
Grand Fir - 62.7m, Blair Castle, Perthshire 
Douglas Fir - 62.2m, Reelig Glen, 
Inverness.  
Douglas Fir – 61.3 Hermitage, Dunkeld, 
Perthshire 

It’s a fine legacy from Douglas that Scotland 
should have the tallest trees in Britain. 
 
ARCHIBALD MENZIES (1754-1842) 

Archibald was 
born at Easter Styx, 
Weem, near Aberfeldy 
He had a distingiushed 
career as a Royal Navy 
surgeon and naturalist.                          

His name is 
synomous  with the 
introduction of Britains 
most successful commercial trees, some of 
which are among the tallest in Britain. notably 
the Douglas fir - Pseudotsuga menziesii –  
which he discovered.  

The legacy of Douglas, Menzie and many 
other plant collectors can be seen throughout 
Scotland – especially where trees are a 
dominant part of the landscape garden a 
quarry revegated with trees, or a woodland 
gardens and along the quiet roadsides 
interspered with fine farms of lush meadows 
and bordered by trees. for   

Another not so well known Menzie was 

Mr Menzies of Megeny in Glenlyon (close to 

where Archibald was born and who had a 

profound influence on Scottish forestry when 

he brought a few small plants of European 

larch in his portmanteau from London in 1738.  

five of which he left at Dunkeld, and eleven at 

Blair in for James, 4
th

 Duke of Atholl. The 

chapter The Duke of Atholl’s forests describes 

in extraordinary detail the establishment of 

larch as a major forest tree and its timber value 

– especially in ship building for the Baltic trade.  

 

 

 

 

 

The lone surviving European larch that Menzie of 

Megeny gave to the Duke of Atholl in 1738. It is also 

known as the “Mother of millions” by being one of 

the parents of the famous hybrid ‘Dunkeld larch’ – 

other parent being a Japanese larch.  
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Tallest Trees in Britain: 
Top: Ardkinglas Estate Grand fir 64.4m 

Middle (l-r): ‘Dugald Mhor’  Douglas fir 62.7m, Hermitage Douglas Fir 61.5 m. 
Bottom: Benmore Arboretum Douglas Fir 54m. 


