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Change in Glen Feshie
Dr Patricia Macdonald, researcher in cultural landscape at the 
University of Edinburgh, looks at environmental change in a 
dynamic Cairngorms landscape.
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Extensive recent 
natural regeneration of 
pine in Glen Feshie.
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Rapid change and the river

A dramatically braided river runs through Glen Feshie in the 
Cairngorms. In several sections the powerful flow of the 
River Feshie divides into a changing network of channels 
and moving gravel banks. To stand on one of those spindle-
shaped islands with the dark, gemstone-coloured water 
flashing past all around is to experience directly the endless 
flux of the natural world. 

The river alone makes this celebrated landscape highly 
dynamic. It drains the rainfall, snowmelt and gravel sediment 
from an enormous catchment of some of the highest and 
wildest land in Scotland.  Water levels may rise and fall 
markedly within an hour at some times of year, with flash-
floods common, and huge trees (and a well-known bridge) 
torn from the eroding banks and carried downstream, or 
beached, contributing to a build-up of new islands. 

Slow time and the trees

But other even more significant environmental changes 
– more gradual and less immediately obvious than those 
caused by the river – have also taken place in Glen Feshie 
over a long period. Human action, or inaction, in recent 
centuries has markedly affected the ecology of the glen, and 
particularly another of its famous features: its marvellous 
remnant of ancient Caledonian pinewood. 

Historically, across Highland Scotland – this tale is now 
well-known – grazing livestock and timber-felling reduced 
the extent of the original woodland. Woods can regenerate 
naturally if the conditions are right, but this was far from the 
case in Glen Feshie. 

As elsewhere, since the rise of the nineteenth-century 
phenomenon of the Highland ‘sporting’ estate, much higher 
numbers of deer were maintained for recreational shooting 
than are compatible with the natural regeneration of trees: a 
herd of deer can destroy a forest more comprehensively than 
a raging river. 

Falling one by one

From the mid-twentieth century onwards, ecologists drew 
attention to the increasingly urgent threat from deer to the 
important pinewood in Glen Feshie. 

The huge, ‘granny’ pines were approaching the end of 
their centuries-long lives, but the ground between them 
was almost completely bare of descendants to continue the 
woodland. Although the veteran trees still stood, they were 
falling one by one, and any seedlings which took root were 
browsed out by deer. This remained the situation until about 
ten years ago.  

During the 1960s and early 1970s, a team of 
government-agency scientists carried out the Range Ecology 
Research Programme in the glen. Their purpose was to 
gather information and to explore possible management 
strategies (including the use of fenced exclosures or cages 

on various scales around individual or groups of trees) that 
might enable the co-existence of high deer numbers and 
natural woodland. 

The scientists produced a large amount of useful data but 
they concluded that the browsing problem would probably 
only be solved by much lower occupation of the woodland 
by both hinds and stags, a solution that was unacceptable to 
the then owner.

In the following decades, several attempts to bring the 
glen into conservation management in perpetuity, in either 
public or non-government ownership, controversially failed. 
Meanwhile, a rapid succession of private owners, some with 
apparently the best of conservation intentions, achieved little 
obvious change.

A turning-point

However the latest chapter in this tale looks towards a happy 
ending – or at least a period of greater diversity and richness 
in the endless flux that is ecological change.

The vision of Glenfeshie Estate’s present owner, Anders 
Holch Povlsen, and of its Director of Conservation, Thomas 
MacDonell, imagines a future landscape in which a mosaic 

of pine and birch woodland at lower levels extends up the 
hillsides and merges into mountain woodland and shrub 
vegetation below the high summits. 

This long-term thinking is inspired by, and also forms 
a valuable contribution to, the recent rise of ecological 
restoration initiatives. Other examples are those at nearby 
Creag Meagaidh (by Scottish Natural Heritage) and  
Abernethy (by the RSPB),  and, farther afield in Scotland, 
a range of exciting projects by the John Muir Trust, Trees 
for Life, the Borders Forest Trust, the Woodland Trust and 
Forestry Commission Scotland.

The vision at Glen Feshie – as well as the demanding 
methods required to bring it about – was described in the 
Winter 2010 issue of this magazine (pages 26 to 31). 

In the last few years, due mainly to a continued, 
substantial reduction in deer numbers, that vision has begun 
to take shape on the ground.

A strong pulse of natural regeneration of pine, birch, 
rowan, alder, aspen, willows, juniper and other trees and 
shrubs, and also an increasingly diverse herb layer, has 
become well-established. Birds, such as black grouse, and 
fish, including salmon, are returning, further strengthening 
the ecology. And this conservation success has been 
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 2 –4 
The same braided 
section of the River 
Feshie seen from the 
air in [left to right] 
1988, 1995 and 2015, 
showing the large 
changes continually 
taking place in the 
channels and gravel 
banks or braid bars, 
and, in 2015, dense 
natural regeneration of 
pine on the bars at the 
right of the view.
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 5 
Glen Feshie in 1992 – 
no visible natural 
regeneration of pine, 
birch or other trees 
due to high deer 
browsing pressure.

 6 
The same view as that 
above, in 2016 – 
natural regeneration of 
pine, birch and other 
species well 
established after 
reduction in deer 
numbers.

 7 & 8 
Two views at Ruigh-
aiteachain: [left] in 
1992, showing minimal 
natural regeneration (a 
lone pine sapling in a 
cage) and [right] in 
2016, with good 
regeneration, but 
(typically) only slow 
recovery of what may 
be the older, browsed 
pine sapling.
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7 8 achieved while maintaining employment levels and income 
from traditional stalking, providing an example of good 
practice in the sector.

A complex ecology

It is possible – as, for example, research in Yellowstone 
National Park, USA, has recently suggested – that even 
the behaviour of the river may eventually be changed by 
the strengthening ecology of the glen, stabilising the banks 
and reducing braiding and unpredictable and damaging 
flash-flooding. The renowned American conservationist Aldo 
Leopold famously stated, “…just as a deer herd lives in 
mortal fear of its wolves, so does a mountain live in mortal 
fear of its deer”. And in Yellowstone the reintroduction of 
wolves does indeed appear to be playing a useful role in 
ecological restoration. 

In Scotland people currently perform the role of top 
predator in the ‘trophic cascade’. However, due to recent 
changes in land management, the increasingly robust and 
diversifying web of life in Glen Feshie now has a much wider 
range of possible futures.

Dr Patricia Macdonald is a biologist, artist-photographer, 
Honorary Fellow at the University of Edinburgh, researcher 
in cultural landscape, and former Member of the Board and 
of the Scientific Advisory Committee of Scottish Natural 
Heritage. 

Her aerial work is made in collaboration, through the 
Aerographica partnership, with Angus Macdonald, Professor 
Emeritus at the University of Edinburgh.

Find out more about their work at: 
www.aerographica.org 
www.eca.ed.ac.uk/eca-home/patricia-macdonald 
www.eca.ed.ac.uk/eca-home/angus-macdonald and 
https://nationalgalleries.org/collection/artists-a-z/m/
artist/patricia-macdonald


