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MacCrummon, 

Guð birki skóginum 

Gille Dhu -  álfur trjánna - Wood Carvings by 

Alexander Robertson 

Folk Lore of the Highland Forests 
It is a pity that so many children’s stories 

should portray forests as fearsome places 

inhabited by dangerous wild beasts, 

uncharitable and ugly fairies, carnivorous 

witches and the dregs of humanity. No 

wonder! - fear of the forest runs deep in the 

psyche of humanity – notably among urbanites 

unfamiliar with places lacking street lights and 

high speed traffic, the constant barrage virtual 

TV pundits, condescending safety gurus and an 

internet age that erodes social graces and 

reality.   

Nowadays, as in the medieval age, fear of 
forests runs thick in bizarre and grotesque arts 
and literature. No more so than the Green Man 
- symbolic of the pagans view that he is the 
God of the vegetation and plant life; although 
in ancient Celtic mythology, he is the god of 
spring and summer. He disappears and returns 
year after year enacting themes of death and 
resurrection, the ebb and flow of life, and 
creativity. As to his true nature, I have carved 
him as kindly chap. In the Arthurian legend of 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knights is connected 
to the archetype of the Green Man is 
everywhere.  

“The stallion that bore him was the best of              

 its breed it was plain, 

           A green horse great and strong, 

           That sidled, danced and strained, 

            But the bridle-braid led it along 

            Turning as it was trained. 

  

 “He was a fine fellow fitted in green -- 

And the hair on his head and his horse's matched.  

It fanned out freely enfolding his shoulders, 

and his beard hung below as big as a bush, 

all mixed with the marvelous mane on his head, 

which was cut off in curls cascading to his elbows, 

wrapping round the rest of him 

like a king's cape clasped to his neck. 

And the mane of his mount was much the same, 

but curled up and combed in crisp knots, 

in braids of bright gold thread and brilliant green” 

criss-crossed hair by hair. 

And the tossing tail was twin to the mane, 

for both were bound with bright green ribbons,…..” 

The Green Knight represents the pre-

Christian nature religion of the British Isles. 

Although he originally confronts Gawain as an 

enemy, the two later are able to work together 

- perhaps a metaphor for the assimilation of 

British Paganism with the new Christian 

theology. 
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Schiehallion 

As my carving shows, the Green Man is 

typically portrayed as a human face 

surrounded by dense foliage. Such images 

appear in church carvings. as far back as the 

eleventh century.  As Christianity spread, the 

Green Man went into hiding, with stone 

masons and woodcarvers leaving secret images 

of his face in the stones of cathedrals and 

churches.  

He enjoyed a revival during the Victorian 

era, when he became popular with architects, 

who used his visage as a decorative aspect in 

buildings.  Today, the Green Man ranges from a 

benign and kindly face, to extremely 

grotesque, ultra-complex and ugly renditions – 

most ill-suited for a kindly God of the Forests. 

A quick scan of the Ordnance Survey and 

Google Earth maps shows that faeries are 

everywhere in the Scottish Highlands. The 

good news is that all Highland forest Faeries 

are kindly and known for their many good 

deeds.  

Fairy hills usually have variations on the 
name  Sìthean:- such as  Sìthean Mòr 'big fairy 
hill' Sìdhean Dubh 'black fairy hill' on the isle of 
Skye, Sìdhean Sluaigh 'fairy hill of the host', in 
Argyll, Sìdhean an Airgid 'fairy hill of the silver' 
on the island of Lewis, Sìthean a' Chata 'fairy 
hill of the battle' in Balquidder, and Sìthean a' 
choin bhain 'fairy hill of the white dog' in 
Easter Ross. Beinn an t-Sìthean (Ben Shian) in 
Strathyre.  Dun an t-Sìthean on Tiree, Meall 
nan Sìtheanon on Lewis, and Cnoc nan 
Sìthean in Caithness. Strontian (Sròn an t-
Sìthein) ‘the point of the fairy hill'   in Argyll, 
and Sheeans on the island of Arran.  

 Scottish fairies have a congenial and 
sometimes mischievous nature. Hence they are  
were also known as the People of Peace or 
Quietness, the Good People, the People of the 
Hollow Hills, the Shining Ones, and have a 
special liking for bagpipers who were enticed 
to join them inside their hills to perform at 
fairy weddings.  

 

The most famous Faery hill of all is Sìdh 

Chailleann (Schiehallion) the Fairy Hill of the 

Caledonians best seen from Kinloch Rannoch   

O! if there be on earth a Paradise, 
Where righteous souls in glory wait in trust 

Till the sweet resurrection of the just, 
Methinks that region round Schiehallion lies, 
And that good angels, hovering o'er its cone, 
Impart to it that chaste and heavenly tone. 

I love to view Schiehallion all aglow, 
In blaze of beauty 'gainst the eastern sky, 

Like a huge pyramid exalted high 
O'er woodland fringing round its base below; 

 
The Bible tells of Hebrew mountains grand, 

Where such great deeds were done in days of old, 
As render them more precious far than gold 

In our conception of the Holy Land; 
But every soul that seeks the heavenly road 

May in Schiehallion, too, behold a Mount of God. 
           (From Schiehallion by Rev. John Sinclair) 

Gille Dhu 

In Gaelic folklore the Gille Dubh is the 
guardian spirit of the trees. He is a benevolent 
fairy and is kind to children. He is generally wild 
and shy and prefers to live in the birch forests. 
In Gairloch and Loch-a-Druing. He is described 
as clothed in leaves and moss. Gille Dubh was 
last seen by many people in the Gairloch area 
in the latter half of the 18th century, 

In folk lore, this solitary spirit is most 
active at night and has never spoken to anyone 
but a little girl, Jessie Macrae. One summer's 
evening Jessie got lost in the woods. Gille Dubh 
found her and kindly returned her home safe 
and well. However, five lairds sought to find 
and kill the good fairy. Although they were 
unsuccessful, Gille Dubh has never been seen 
or heard from since. 



Scotland Tour 2011                           138 
 

Doon Hill (The Fairy Knowe) home of the fairies 

known as ‘People of the Peace’ with its solitary 

Caledonian pine (Minister’s tree) on the summit 

said to contains the Spirit of Reverend Kirke.                                                                             

Of course, there are countless stories 
about Scottish fairies.  

Among the most famous are the fairies on 
Doon Hill on the opposite side of the River 
Forth from the village of Aberfoyle. Doon Hill - 
means ‘hill fort’; i.e., an iron-age fort. It is a 
small conical hill covered with native forest 
with one large solitary pine tree on the summit 
called   ‘The Minister’s Tree’.  

To the locals, Doon hill is called the Fairy 
Knowe because of a notable Minister of the 
Kirk, The Reverend Robert Kirke - erstwhile 
called the fairy minister. 

The Fairy Minister 
Robert Kirk or Kirke (1644-1692), was athe 

son of extremely poor parents. Nevertheless, 
Robert was able to go to school, then to the 
High School in Dundee, and continued his 
education in Edinburgh, graduating with a 
Master of Arts degree in 1661. He was then 
granted a bursary by the Presbytery of 
Dunblane, which he used to study theology at 
St Andrews University. He graduated in 1664 as 
a Doctor of Divinity at the age of 20. He did 
further studies at the universities of Edinburgh 
and St. Andrews to be ordained as an 
Episcopalian Minister. While at Balquhidder, he 
was the first author to produce a complete 
translation of the Scottish metrical Psalms into 
Gaelic known as “Kirke’s Bible” which was 
published in 1684. He also translated many 
other religious works into the Scots Highland 
dialect. In 1685 was appointed Minister of 
Aberfoyle, where he wrote The Secret 
Commonwealth based on his study of fairies. 

He died on Doon Hill in 14
th

 May, 1692 where 
his Spirit is in the Pine tree –hence the 
‘minister’s tree’. 

Rev. Kirk’s The Secret Commonwealth 
was first published in 1817 by Sir Walter Scott 
as an “An essay of the nature and actions of the 
subterranean (and for the most part,) invisible 
people, heretofore going under the name of 
elves, faunes, and fairies, or the lyke among the 
low-country Scots, as they are described by 
those who have the second sight, and now to 
occasion further inquiry, collected and 
compared, by a circumspect inquirer residing 
among the Scottish-Irish in Scotland.”  

The best known version of The Secret 
Commonwealth was published by Andrew 
Lang in 1883 which is still very popular. 

Lang notes that “The tomb in Scott's time, 
was to be seen in the cast end of the 
churchyard of Aberfoyle; but the ashes of Mr. 
Kirk are not there. Kirke’s successor,  the Rev. 
Dr. Grahame, in his Sketches of Picturesque 
Scenery, informs us that,”… as Mr. Kirk was 
walking on a dun-shie, or fairy-hill, in his 
neighborhood, he sunk down in a swoon, which 
was taken for death.”  

Sir Walter Scott writes that "After the 
ceremony of a seeming funeral, the form of the 
Rev. Robert Kirk appeared to a relation, and 
commanded him to go to Grahame of Duchray. 
'Say to Duchray, who is my cousin as well as 
your own, that I am not dead, but a captive in 
Fairyland; and only one chance remains for my 
liberation. When the posthumous child, of 
which my wife has been delivered since my 
disappearance, shall be brought to baptism, I 
will appear in the room, when, if Duchray shall 
throw over my head the knife or dirk which he 
holds in his hand, I may be restored to society; 
but if this is neglected, I am lost forever.” True 
to his tryst, Mr. Kirk did appear at the 
christening and was visibly seen; but Duchray 
was so astonished that he did not throw his 
dirk over the head of the appearance, and to 
society Mr. Kirk has not yet been restored. This 
is extremely to be regretted, as he could now 
add matter of much importance to his treatise. 
Neither history nor tradition has more to tell 
about Mr. Robert Kirk, who seems to have been 
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a man of good family, a student, and, as his 
book shows, an innocent and learned person.”  
 

The Fairy Minister 
He heard, he saw, he knew too well 

The secrets of your fairy clan; 
You stole him from the haunted dell, 
Who never more was seen of man; 

Now far from heaven, and safe from hell, 
Unknown of earth, he wanders free, 
Would that he might return and tell 

Of his mysterious company! 
And half I envy him, who now, 

Clothed in her court’s enchanted green, 
By moonlight loch or mountain’s brow, 

Is chaplain to the Fairy Queen.                              
                                             Andrew Lang 

                                           . 
Rev. Kirke’s grave is facing Doon Hill from 

the east end of the old church in the Aberfoyle 
Cemetery. Below are his gravestones with 
various inscriptions and relief carvings. 

 

 

 

 
  

The old manse where Reverend Kirke lived. 
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The Fortingall Yew 
Conservationists claim that Britain has 

more ancient trees than any other nation in 
northern Europe. Top of the list is the 
Fortingale Yew, which is thought to be older 
than the Pyramids and Stonehenge, and was 
already 3,000 years old when the Romans 
came to Britain. In fact, close by there are the 
remains of a Roman village where legend has it 
that Pontius Pilate was born under the canopy 
of Fortingall Yew.  

Long before Christianity came to Scotland 
in the 7th Century, the pre-Christians had 
known the tree and held it in great reverence. 
So it is not surprising that the Christian 
missionaries settled in Fortingall and built their 
churches near the tree. 

 The tree has survived very rough 
treatment in the past. Its trunk was once 17m 
in diameter, but souvenir hunters and youths 
who set fires inside the hollow tree reduced it 
to a few stems which are growing surprisingly 
well.  

In 1822 Jacob George Strutt (1784–1867) 
a well-respected landscape painter, especially 
among the nobility, published a magnificent 
book Sylva Britannica; Portraits of Forest Trees 
“distinguished for their antiquity, magnitude or 
beauty.”  

In those days, the cost of art materials, 
editing, preparation and printing books was 
financed by subscriptions. The best way to 
garnish subscription was by heaping excessive 
flattery upon prospective contributors. Most 
artists of the time (and perhaps even 
nowadays) are past masters at it. For example, 
in his appeal to the Duke of Bedford Strutt 
writes:-  

 “WHEN I first entreated Your Grace's 
permission to dedicate to the Representative of the 

House of Russell the following PORTRAITS OF FOREST 
TREES, I was influenced by an irresistible association 
in my own mind between the steadfastness and 
independence universally attributed to the " Lord of 
the Woods, the long-surviving Oak," and the same 
characteristics which have for ages past distinguished 
the noble family of Bedford; a family whose name 
will be always venerated in the annals of English 
History, as the champions of lawful right and well-
regulated liberty; and whose public virtues are 
combined in the descendant whom I have now the 
honour to address, with " all the mild charities of 
private life," to which, for the happiness of those by 
whom he is surrounded, it is his pleasure chiefly to 
devote himself. I have only to add, that among the 
numerous gratifications I have derived from my work, 
favoured as it has been, during its progress, with 
marks of public approbation far exceeding any that 
my hopes had anticipated, the greatest is the 
opportunity afforded me, by its completion, of 
testifying to the world the pride and gratitude with 
which I have the honour to subscribe myself.” 

Eventually, his subscribers included 8 
Dukes, 14 Earls, 3 Countesses, 26 Lords, 20 
Knights and almost 100 commoners no doubt 
of the upper class and landed gentry.  

Thanks to such noble support this gifted 
painter produced a classic folio edition of 
portraits of British trees. 

 The book is in two parts, Sylva Britannica 
and Sylva Scotica.  In the first edition (1822), he 
notes that:- “The Fortingall Yew is one of the 
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largest and oldest trees in Scotland: it stands in 
the Church-yard of Fortingall, or the Fort of the 
Strangers, so called from its being in the vicinity 
of a small Roman camp; a wild romantic district 
lying in the heart of the Grampian Mountains, 
comprehending Glenlyon and Rannoch, 
abounding in lakes, rivers, and woods, and 
formerly inhabited by that lawless tribe of 
freebooters, who, setting the civil power at 
defiance in the intricacy of their fastnesses, laid 
all the surrounding country under that species 
of contribution so well known at the time it was 
exacted, by the name of Blackmail. 

This prodigious tree was measured by the 
Hon. Judge Barrington, before the year 1770, 
and is stated by him to have been at that time 
fifty-two feet in circumference; but (in 1744) 
Pennant describes it as measuring fifty-six feet 
and a half. The same elegant tourist also 
speaks of it as having formerly been united to 
the height of three feet; Captain Campbell, of 
Glenlyon, having assured him that when a boy, 
he had often climbed over the connecting part. 
It is now however decayed to the ground, and 
completely divided into two distinct stems, 
between which the funeral processions were 
formerly accustomed to pass. It is impossible to 
ascertain its age; but judging from its present 
state and appearance, it is not too much to 
suppose that its date is contemporary with that 
of Fingal himself, whose descendants the 
Highlanders in its vicinity are fond of styling 
themselves.” 

It is very complicated to find out the true 
age of old yews. The trees often do not have a 
set of concentric rings but rather a chaotic 
congregation where at some periods wood has 
been growing in one side; while at other times 
on another side. And when a tree becomes 
really old, fungi rots out the heart - thus 
eliminating the last chance to determine the 
tree’s exact age.  This lack of convincing data 
leaves place for imagination and, in a case of 
Fortingall Yew, some have estimated its age 
about 2000 years; while others are convinced 
that it is 5000 and even up to 9000 years old.  

While we may never learn the true age of 
Fortingall Yew, current scientific consensus 
estimated it to be 2000 years old – which still 

makes puts this yew among the oldest living 
things of the world.  

Top: John George Strutt’s engraving of the Fortingall Yew – 

1822. Middle: The Forestry Commission placed the white 

posts marking part of the circumference of the original 

trunk.Bottom: Fortingall is small, but very attractive village 

and (for Scotland) rare thatch roofs as in the photo. 
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The Romantic Movement 
Romanticism in forestry began as a 

reaction against the rigidity of social structures 
protecting privilege, the intellectualism of the 
Age of Enlightenment and against the 
materialism of the Industrial Revolution which 
made workers the slaves of machinery and 
confined them to squalid housing estates.  

 Unlike the classicism of the baroque 
period, romanticism has no definable 
standards. Indeed rejection of rules is almost a 
touchstone of a romantic’s temperament.  

Apparently, the catalyst for the Romantic 
Movement is credited to William Wordsworth 
and his friend Samuel Coleridge. But in 
Scotland at least, the age of romanticism 
begins in the 1750’s with James Macpherson, a 
Scottish schoolmaster. MacPherson travelled 
the Highlands and Islands to collect Gaelic 
manuscripts and oral accounts of traditional 
Celtic literature. The result is a collection of 
translations of ancient texts which he 
published in 1760 as “Fragments of Ancient 
Poetry Collected in the Highlands of Scotland 
and Translated from the Gaelic or Erse 
Language”. In 1762 he publishes an epic poem 
which he ascribed to the legendary Irish poet 
Ossian, supposed son of the Celtic warrior hero 
Finn McCool. In Scotland, Oisian and McCool, 
become Ossian and Fingal in a very successful 
poem Fingal, which MacPherson claimed was 
an ancient epic poem composed by Ossian and 
was extremely popular. Critics hailed it as a 
genuine romantic relic from the middle Ages.          

But it was 
eventually revealed 
as MacPherson’s 
own work. But it 
kindled the flames of 
romanticism in 
Scotland which is as 
strong today as it 
was in MacPherson’s 
time - even though 
very few Scots have 
actually read Fingal.  

 
 
 

 
Of course, the romanticism of Fingal 

extended to the arts in general, notably a work 
by the romantic composer Felix Mendelssohn, 
who visited Scotland in 1829 and composed 
Die Hebriden (the Hebrides Overture Opus 26, 
better known as Fingal's Cave Overture). 

Romanticism extended into Scottish 
forestry. For example, at the Hermitage near 
Dunkeld, there’s a folly called Ossian’s Hall, 
overlooking the waterfall on the River Braan 
which runs through ancient woodland and 
nearby is another folly called Ossian’s Cave.  

The waterfall, gorge, bridge, folly and 
cave are set in a mixed native and planted 
forest which superbly reflects romanticism’s 
expressed by the Dukes and Duchesses’ of 
Atholl, who, in the late 18th century, had a  
taste for the romanticism in the picturesque.  

Elsewhere, in other chapters, we also 
read other examples of the influence of 
romanticism on modern forestry; notably on 
the Buccleuch Estates, the Great Trossachs 
Forest project, and community forests 
throughout Scotland.  
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Whate'er the theme, the Maiden sang 
As if her song could have no ending; 
I saw her singing at her work, 
And o'er the sickle bending;-- 
I listened, motionless and still; 
And, as I mounted up the hill, 
The music in my heart I bore, 
 Long after it was heard no more. 

   William Wordsworth 
 

 James Hogg, the ‘Ettrick shepherd’, who 
was ‘a lad ‘o pairts’ (self-taught) and was a 
prolific poet and author of classics that are on a 
par with his famous friends Sir Walter Scott 
and Robert Burns. In 1803, James travelled 
through the Trossachs and, with advantage of a 
shepherd’s eye for landscape detail, he 
captured the romantic soul of the Highlands in 
his poem Caledonia; such as this verse:-  
 
Caledonia! Thou land of the mountain and rock, 
Of the ocean, the mist, and the wind; 
Thou land of the torrent, the pine, and the oak, 
Of the roebuck, the hart, and the hind; 
Though bare are thy cliffs, and though barren thy 
glens, 
Though bleak thy dun islands appear, 
Yet kind are the hearts, and undaunted the clans, 
That roam on these mountains so drear! 

James Hogg 
 

But, of course, one of the greatest 
proponents of romanticism early in the 19

th
 

century was Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832). Sir 
Walter was a literary genius of the highest 
order. He studied Classics at the University of 
Edinburgh when he was 12 years old and, still 
in his teens, he studied moral philosophy. He 
was a successful lawyer as Writer of the Signet 
and later Sherriff Depute of Selkirk. He founded 
the illustrious journal Edinburgh Quarterly 
Review and contributed a great deal to it. 

 
Yet Clare's sharp questions must I shun 
Must separate Constance from the nun 
Oh! what a tangled web we weave 
When first we practise to deceive! 
 A Palmer too! No wonder why 
I felt rebuked beneath his eye 

  

 
Less well known is the fact that Scott was 

a first class forester. More than anyone else he 
introduced romanticism into forestry by 
examples on his own estate. In fact, the beauty 
of southern lowlands of Scotland is in no small 
measure due to the influence of Sir Walter’s 
view that, in a rural landscape, woodlands 
should blend with agriculture in a pleasant 
way.  

On his own estate at Abbotsford, his 
passion for planting large trees and landscape 
forestry contributed to his bankruptcy (he paid 
off his debts by publishing another classic).  
 His inspiration for what a forest should 
look like came not from the borders, but from 
the natural woodlands on east end of Loch 
Katrine which was the setting for his famous 
epic Lady of the Lake.  

It is often said that it was this famous epic 
poem from which Sir Walter is credited with 
inventing modern tourism as know it today. 
True to the values of romanticism, people of all 
classes, rich and poor, flock to see the famous 
Trossachs, many enticed by these verses:- 

“…..Aloft, the ash and warrior oak 
Cast anchor on the rifted rock; 

And, higher yet, the pine tree hung 
His shattered trunk, and frequent flung, 
Where seemed the cliffs to meet the sky, 

Highest of all, where white peaks glanced, 
His boughs athwart the narrow’d sky….” 

 
 “….Loch Katrine beneath Him roll’d, 

In all her length far winding lay, 
With promontory, creek, and bay, 

And Islands that, empurpled bright, 
Floated amid the livelier light, 
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Wood carving by Alexander Robertson done for the 

bicentennial of the publication of Lady of the Lake in 1810 

Lady of the Lake describes a fictional 
struggle in the 16

th
 century between several 

Scottish Highland clans, some loyal to King 
James V of Scotland, and some not. The 
beautiful young heroine, Ellen Douglas, is 
forced to hide out in a mountain cave, along 
with her father, James Douglas.  In the cave, 
She sings a prayer to the Virgin Mary for help 
and comfort. The prayer is Ellens dritter 
Gesang (Ellens Gesang III, D839, Op 52 no 6, 
1825); i.e., in English, Ellen's third song, 
composed by Franz Schubert in 1825 as part of 
his Opus 52, a setting of seven songs for The 
Lady of the Lake. The tune is popularly known 
as Ave Maria.  

The setting for the poem is the world 
famous Trossachs. In Scott’s day the 
"Trossachs" was a small woodland glen 
between Loch Achray and Loch Katrine. Its 
fame back then it was the haunt of the 
highland ‘caterans’ who hid in its secret glens. 
The term cateran is from the Gaelic ceathairne 
anglicised to Katrine - means "peasantry". 
According to Sir Magnus Magnusson’s award-
winning book The Story of a Nation some 
Highland chieftains retained substantial private 
armies of professional soldiers known as 
'ceatharn' to be used against their neighbours. 
It’s a moot point, because the peasantry did 
duty as soldiers.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 The carving was on loan to the Forestry 
Commission, the Loch Lomond and The 
Trossachs National Park, and the Forth Valley 
Natural History Society at Stirling University as 
a contribution to the SCOTTSLAND bicentenary 
celebrations of Sir Walter Scott’s classic poem 
Lady of the Lake. The setting is on the shore of 
Loch Katrine below Ben Venue which Scott 
immortalized to such an extent that almost a 
million tourists visit this spot every year.  

Of course, credit for the Trossachs’ 
World-wide fame is also due to other ‘Greats’ 
the likes of John Ruskin and his friend William 
Wordsworth, Jules Verne, Tobias Smollet, 
Alfred Lord Tennyson, Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, John Hopkins, Alexander Naysmyth 
and her most gracious Majesty Queen Victoria 
and countless other notables, past and 
present.  

The original Trossachs forest is a small 
part of the Great Trossachs Forest - considered 
the “The jewel in the crown of the Scottish 
Forest Alliance projects.”  Like the Alliance’s 
other forests, the project management has a 
200 year management program – somewhat 
akin to Buccleuch Estates ‘Centuries of Vision’ 
also on 200-year management plan; but with 
an emphasis on native woodlands. If he were 
alive today, Sir Walter would be very pleased 
with long term plan devised by Liz Shortall and 
her colleagues in the Scottish Forest Alliance. 
More details are in the chapter on the 
Trossachs. 


