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HISTORIC RURAL SETTLEMENT AROUND THE CLYDE SEAWAYS

ROTHESAY, ISLE OF BUTE: SATURDAY MAY 12TH 2007

REPORT ON THE MEETING

On a bright, sunny day, an audience of over 40 came to the Bute Museum in Rothesay from across the country. Colleagues from the mainland joined with our hosts for the day, the Buteshire Natural History Society, in hearing about new work on people and places around the Clyde Seaways in the historic period.

The conference session in the morning was introduced by Donald Kinnear (Buteshire Natural History Society). We began with Chris Lowe (Headland Archaeology Ltd.) presenting the fascinating evidence from Inchmarnock, to the west of Bute, for literacy and learning at St. Ernan’s 6th-10th century AD monastery. The evidence is in the form of slates which were inscribed with writing, snatches of hymns as well as personal names, some suggested to be practice texts by novices taught by superiors.  Edwina Proudfoot and Angus Hannah (Buteshire Natural History Society) gave us illustrations of the survey and recording of now-deserted settlements on Bute, focusing on the group of farm-buildings at Kingaven, near St. Blane’s Chapel in the south of the island, showing how archival evidence can flesh out the archaeological remains.  After coffee, Peter Quelch, formerly of the Forestry Commission and now an independent woodland advisor, explained how ‘culturally modified’ trees, particularly  pollarded trees, reveal much about the historic landscape, and how these should be seen as much a part of the archaeology as of the ecology of a region: a version of Peter’s talk is presented below.  Elizabeth Rennie (Cowal Archaeological Society) took us once more back to the early history of the Clyde seaways by considering the archaeological evidence for major regional boundaries on Cowal, forts and natural marker-stones along the watershed on the peninsula that might mean that Cowal was once part of Strathclyde.  Large estates were also the concern of Chris Dalglish (Glasgow University Archaeological Research Division), but those developed in the southern and central highlands from the 16th century, exploring how economic change was reflected in the architecture of new estate centres, and how this reflected contemporary attitudes to landscape and people.

Finally before lunch we heard news of two very exciting new projects. Tertia Barnett (Royal Commission on Ancient & Historical Monuments of Scotland) described the opportunities opening up across the country over the next 5 years for local societies and individuals to become involved in the Scotland’s Rural Past project, a major initiative funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund with Historic Scotland, the National Trust for Scotland, Highland Region Council and RCAHMS that allows encouragement, training and professional support for projects aimed to discover, learn about, record and conserve historic rural settlements anywhere in Scotland. Bridget Patterson then introduced the Bute Landscape Partnership Scheme, which she co-ordinates, again an HLF project with several partners, which will develop a range of projects on the island in which archaeological data will be combined with those on natural history to define evidence-based landscape conservation aims.

After lunch we drove to the south part of the island, with beautiful views across to Arran, to walk around the well-preserved group of buildings at Kingaven and hear about their recording and interpretation from Angus Hannah and Isabell McArthur (Buteshire Natural History Society), before visiting the restored remains of the early monastic monastery and Medieval church of St. Blane’s.  

The day was a great success, with many congratulations and thanks to Isabell McArthur and her team representing the Buteshire Natural History Society, colleagues from the Cowal Archaeological Society, and Ann Spiers and staff at Bute Museum. The day was rounded off at the Bute Museum with an evening reception, celebrating the event and toasting to the future.           
     
Richard Tipping
Secretary, Historic Rural Settlement Group

THE HISTORIC RURAL SETTLEMENT RESEARCH GROUP

Culturally Modified Veteran Trees 

as archaeological evidence in the West of Scotland
Peter Quelch, independent woodland adviser

Introduction

This talk is about veteran trees as biocultural heritage. A large number (thousands) of easily recognised veteran trees in the countryside have great antiquity, they have often been culturally modified by man in the past, and also usually occupy a significant location. All these things make them useful as archaeological evidence in that they tell us, or at least give us clues, about how that land was worked in the past. They also have strong aesthetic and spiritual values, giving rise to many recent books on heritage trees.  The Woodland Trust and the Ancient Tree Forum are conducting an ancient tree hunt throughout UK in the form of a web based gazetteer.
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Birch pollard beside old enclosure wall, Torrisdale, Kintyre

Historical studies are currently lagging behind field studies of culturally modified trees (CMTs) and it is hard to find a lot of clear evidence for how, why, and especially when people created these trees. This is for good reasons as many of the culturally modified trees are not considered worthy of writing about at the time – they were hardly cutting edge farming practice in the early 19thC when so much was written about the land. Far from it, they represented the last stages of a rather out-dated folk practice that the agricultural improvers and the landlords were trying to stamp out in their rush towards better sheep and cattle farms. 


The clearances, famines and general economic changes sweeping the country would have put an end to these practices, except in the most remote places. And that is precisely where we now find the CMTS. They have been left behind unremarked and unsurveyed on the more remote hills. These veteran trees on the hill today are direct remnants of those pre-improvement, pre-enclosure, pre-clearance practices fossilised as culturally modified veteran trees. 


I emphasise that I am not saying the trees we find today are direct descendents of those original culturally modified trees – they are those same trees, and yes they must therefore be perhaps hundreds of years old. So more documentary and map based research is essential if we are to understand what these trees are really telling us. Old landscape paintings, even photos, can help show that the same trees were indeed present in the 19thC, even earlier perhaps. The interesting thing about old photos, say Victorian period photos of well known veteran trees for example in Cadzow park, is that the trees hardly look any different from now – an additional hundred years of life has not substantially altered them. 


However more effort needs to be put into tree ageing techniques through coring and ring counts to give direct physical evidence of ageing. Birch is notoriously difficult to age in this way but oak has reliable rings for counting. Many veteran trees are hollow however and do not give a ring sequence right back to sapling age.

Woodland archaeology

Woodland archaeology surveys normally record a range of archaeology features and artefacts within the forests, and because native woodlands are usually relatively undisturbed they can often contain a lot of good archaeology. That can include a long list of ruins, earthworks, standing stones, settlements, military, funerary, industrial and domestic monuments which we can call archaeology in the wood. However woodlands also contain earthworks, banks, tracks, piers, hearths, kilns, mills and other structures associated with working the woodlands themselves – the archaeology of the wood. 


However open native woodlands and wood pastures also contain the third category of archaeology which conventional archaeology surveys usually omit, namely the biocultural heritage. To look at it more widely biocultural heritage would also include other vegetation types – grassland species themselves give a lot of information about how the land was used in the past. Also I am fascinated by the apparent complexity of old land use mosaics within what we now call native woodlands and yet which very often contain remains of old field systems, field clearance cairns, rigg and furrow and so on which are primarily agricultural, not silvicultural. 


However today we are concentrating on old culturally modified trees as biocultural heritage. Of course the lack of modification also tells us about previous land use, and there is a cross-over with natural woodlands with little or no evidence of man’s past. Indeed this lack of cultural interference can help define what is a natural woodland (they are surprisingly uncommon).

What the CMTs have in common with all other archaeology however is that they help tell us what people were doing on the land in the past. I would say that this is a relatively recent area of study in Scotland and we have a lot to learn yet in the field, let alone the historical research.

What makes CMTs biocultural heritage is that they are modified by man, and are not just very old trees. But trees can be biocultural heritage on account of their position or shape as a stand of trees as well as being modified as individuals. So at the stand level we can see planted woodlands, old industrial coppices, and earlier pre-industrial coppices (which are some of the least understood native woods). We can also see boundary dykes, charcoal platforms, sawpits, iron bloomeries and all the other evidence of woodland use within those stands, and that adds heritage value too.  However this talk is mainly about biocultural heritage at the individual tree level so let us look at the types of CMT in the landscape today.

Types of Culturally Modified Trees
Trees can really only be modified in 3 main ways, plus one or two more unusual ways:
 

a) Coppicing – cutting seedling or maiden broadleaved trees at ground level thus encouraging multi-stemmed trees, then cutting the re-growth periodically 

b) Pollarding - topping and subsequent cutting of re-growth periodically well above the ground, usually at about 1.5m in the uplands, but sometimes more, mainly so that livestock can still graze around the trees and not harm the re-growth (this also works with pine)

c) Shredding - pruning branches off the whole length of the trunk and probably lopping the top as well, a practice common on the continent, and fairly obvious if recently done, but not so obvious after 100 years gap and it is not usually noticed in Scotland

d) Bundle planting -there is one other type which needs to be distinguished from the others and that is bundle planting of 2-10 trees in a single planting hole, which later gives a multi-stem effect similar to coppice; but this was not a folk practice, rather a landscaping technique in designed landscapes. Nevertheless they survive to give us interesting CMTs.

e) Blazed, fire-scarred, inscribed, carved, resin tapped, bark stripped, hollowed for candle fir etc – these are all common in places like the Scandinavian forests and we have some of them too, and they are always interesting woodland archaeology finds and usually worth recording and possibly preserving for others to see. 

f) Ritual trees - finally we are all familiar with holy-well trees, decorated trees and other folk trees that are modified for ritual, spiritual or religious reasons and they form a study in their own right. 
 To make matters a lot more complex but also more interesting, the effects of these practices on different tree species gives different results, for example the differences between oak, ash, hazel and alder pollards. Also there are intermediate forms, such as low pollarding at about 1m off the ground which you would have thought would not give protection from livestock, but which is quite common. 


Finally the trees themselves being biological entities react differently to the various forms of cutting depending on the species, elevation, soil conditions and the time elapsed since they were last cut. All this gives so much variation that almost no two CMTs are the same!

Location, location, location…

The other even more fascinating aspect of CMTs is that they tend not to be randomly located but are clearly in culturally significant places geographically. That applies at a micro level, as well as at the stand level. This is where the links with conventional archaeological surveying are greatest and where similar accurate survey techniques are required to help demonstrate the significance and meaning of CMTs. I will show case studies which give just a hint as to the opportunities in accurately mapping and recording CMTs as evidence. 


Some of this work is fairly urgent as the veteran trees do not live for ever, will never be repeated (how can they when the whole culture that created them is now extinct), and they will only be with us another 100 years or so! But some a lot less – of course many are blowing down or dying every year – remember we can help perpetuate old trees, but we will never recreate authentic CMTs. They are a heritage we are lucky to be able to appreciate at this time only. 


It is worth considering that not only are the culturally modified trees unrepeatable, but neither were they ever like this at any time in the past. They are actually unique in time and space; they have a unique history, indeed set of histories.

Further research and development work

What is needed to help us understand CMTs better, and what they tell us about the past?
Historical studies 

I have mentioned historical studies but I think these will follow as historians pick up the urgent need for research. Once the CMTs are understood and mapped better in relation to other archaeology, particularly to the pattern of pre-improvement settlements, the actions that created them might be noticed more in the old documents by historians.

Field Manual 

Guidance is needed in the form of a field manual of all the various recognised forms of CMTs (and unusual natural forms of trees too, like the so called phoenix trees, or the epiphytic ‘air trees’ or ‘bird trees’ which are actually very common in old wood pastures), so that surveyors can learn and record them with some common basis of description.  We need to record the range of natural forms of trees too, so that surveyors can compare and contrast with the culturally modified forms. It would be easiest to lay out this manual by typical tree species, eg culturally modified Birches, or by ecological wood-pasture type, eg CMTs found in ash/alderwoods, or oak/birchwoods etc.

Case studies

My proposal is that a series of recorded case studies using GPS positioning, standardised descriptions, good photos, histories where known and other key data, probably held on a website, and yet eminently readable, will help put the best cases on the map, especially if they have open access. Once a number of case studies have been made I think patterns will emerge which will greatly interest archaeologists and historians. More than that I think this knowledge is essential for those whose job it is to manage the land and its biocultural heritage into the future. 

Peter Quelch 
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