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Introduction  
Evidence as to the native origin pertaining to much of the forest of Darnaway, which lies 

adjacent to the Moray Firth in North East Scotland, and referred to in ancient times as 

Tarnaway, has been recorded in Estate records for 1767 onwards. Many authors refer to 

the large scale planting of fir reputed to be of local origin and to the ancient relics of oak 

and ash. Blaeus maps of 1654 and earlier sketches (late 16th century) and more precise 

maps by Timothie Pont (Stone, 1989) show very large areas of forest covering much of 

the land owned by the Earls of Moray.  

Much of the low land was a vast oak forest, latterly planted with pine to a large extent, 

with the poorer upland ground believed to have been natural native pine forest. Much of 

the low ground is now agricultural. There are early references to the use of oak timber 

from the Royal Forest of Darnaway being used in particular at Darnaway Castle, and in 

the flooring and other parts of the stone castle of Duffus in 1305 (Anon, 1986), and with 

some indication as early as 1151 when the castle was founded by David I (Anon, 1986).  

 

Early Mentions of the Estate  
The Great Hall of Darnaway Castle has a medieval roof of oak taken from Darnaway 

forest and recently it was found that it was constructed about 1387 (Stell and Baillie, 

1987). Although some of the oak beams have been renewed much remains of the original 

oak construction.  

The earliest references indicating a natural native forest of Darnawav refer to Duffus 

Castle stating that in the year 1305, a grant to Sir Reginald Cheyne of 200 oaks from the 

Royal Forest of Darnaway and Longmorn was made to build his manor at ‘Dufhous’ 

(Anon, 1986) indicating that a major building programme was underway at that time, and 

it may be that the wood was needed for flooring and other parts of the emerging stone 

castle (Anon, 1986). Also in the 13th century when the Comyns were keepers of 

Damaway Forest it was recorded that Edward I ordered Alexander Comyn to deliver 400 

oaks to the Bishop of Caithness for the building of Dornoch Castle in 1291 (Morton. 

1928).  

The felling and transport of Darnaway oaks to Leith was a regular and systematic 

process, possibly for the construction of the Kings ships; other possible destinations were 

for the roofs of the great halls of Edinburgh and Stirling Castles (Stell and Baillie, 1987). 

There is unsupported evidence of oak timber from Darnaway being used in the roofing of 

St Magnus Cathedral in Orkney and also Spynie Palace in Moray (Chapman, 1997; 

Anon, 1881; Anon, 1986).  

However, it is the great Randolph Hall of Darnaway Castle which has recently been the 

subject of very detailed study carried out by the Royal Commission for the Ancient and 

Historical Monuments of Scotland, while Mike Baillie of the Palaeoecology Centre, The 

Queens University Belfast, was invited by Moray Estates to carry out a 

dendrochronological analysis. This analysis of the oak timber shows that the trees used in 

the roof were felled after the 1387 growing season (Stell and Baillie, 1987).  



 

Blaeus Map (1654)  
The Blaeus Map shows the forest which he called Tarnaway, as approximately 5 miles 

north to south by 5 miles east to west, and lying east of the Castle and west of the River 

Findhom, which includes Barrelley (now known as Berryley), Dunduf (Dounduff), and 

Dumfaill (Dunphail). The map also shows a further large area 3 miles in length by 1 mile 

in width lying east of the Tinmeny River (Muckle Bum) and its tributary which covers 

Terry (Tearie) and Earlsmill. Other woodland at the southern end of the Estate, west of 

the Dorback Burn at Kero Gririe (Kerrow), covers part of the Dava Moor and extends 

approximately 1 mile by 1 mile.  

This large area of Damaway is rather romantically presented in ‘Lays of the Deer Forest’ 

by Sobieski and Stuart (1848) regarding Tarnaway (Am Fasach-The Wilderness):  

‘As having a vast expanse of wood over the plains and braes of Moray, where every tree 

bore testimony to its aboriginal vigour and the remains of the mighty aboriginal pines, 

oaks and ash which no doubt have seen the Raid of Harlow in 1411, and the gigantic 

hollies, which in some parts covered the ‘pots’ and brass, and were not exceeded, perhaps 

not equalled, in Great Britain. Along the Sluie on the Findhorn arid near the Ledanreich 

grew the tall pillars and the deep blue cloud of giant pines. The remains of this great Silva 

Caledonia are still left in the low-country woods of Tarnaway and some of the oldest 

inhabitants alive, within our knowledge, have remembered how, “when they were 

bairns’’ the wives and lassies from the Laich of Forres were used to visit the braes of 

Moray at Autumn, to gather nuts in and around the foot of the K-Nock (sic) - now a wide 

extent of naked moor - and how in the recollections of still farther times, they heard their 

grandfathers describe the travellers, who passing from Strathspey to Nairn, when they 

entered the woods at Castle Grant ‘‘had never seen the sun until they came out below 

Calder’’.  

‘The forest was so dense that few ventured to [penetrate] far into it. If a forester ventured 

into the deep bosom of the wood alone, it was a chance that he took a tree to his host for 

the night. Poor Jenny MacIntosh, who ventured into the forest to gather pine cones, never 

came out again. Three years afterwards she was found sitting at the foot of a great pane, 

on the skirt of the Brae-riach, her wasted hands resting on her knees and her head bent 

down on her withered fingers.’  

1750 to 1900  

In more recent times Daniel Scott, Head Forester between 1872 and 1917, in his Estate 

Report (Scott, 1912) quoted Darnaway Forest, exclusive of the more scattered ‘‘natural’’ 

woods, was about 4200 acres (1700 ha). During the period 1767-1810 upwards of 

1,000,000 oak and 10,346,000 Scotch pine were planted, plus 727,000 other broadleaves.  

Unfortunately there is no direct evidence as to the origin of the seed from which these 

large plantings were made. Scott made several references to “natural’ woods at Hillside. 

Glenshiel, Sluie, Outlawell and possibly Braemoray though no indication is made as to 

there being native, or indeed if seed was collected from them.  

Matthew Feaks (1918-1952) followed Daniel Scott as Head Forester and it was during his 

tenure that, following a visit of the Royal Scottish Arboricultural Society to Darnaway on 

the 27th October 1920, the Chairman, Secretary and one or two other members, stated 



that the area along the line running from Grantown in the South to Forres in the North 

was, from their experience, the source from which the best quality of Scots pine seed was 

to be obtained. This is agreeable since the line indicated forms the East march of the 

Estate of Darnaway for a considerable distance. Accordingly Feaks, soon after his arrival, 

proposed that measures should be taken for the growing and planting of the whole Estate 

in future with plants grown from seed produced on the Estate (Morton, 1928).  

There is much reference to the use of Scotch pine of local origin by many authors but 

little regarding the origin of broadleaved seed used in the plantings. Mention is made 

though that, prior to the death of the 10th Early of Moray in 1848, large numbers of 

young plants, broadleaves as well as conifers, were found and recorded as growing in the 

Estate nurseries (Morton. 1928). As already mentioned between 1767 and 1810 

1,000,000 oak were planted (Scott, 1912) and Francis, 9th Earl of Moray 1737-1810, 

great-grandfather of Morton, 17th Earl of Moray, had as his objective the planting of an 

Oak Forest and the 9th Earl thereafter became known as The Tree Planter” (Morton, 

1928). Although there is no actual mention of acorn collections from the great forest of 

Darnaway perhaps one may be excused from assuming that this was indeed the origin of 

later planting. 

The New Statistical Account, (Ferries, 1845) records plants raised from seed at Darnaway 

Nursery where “Scotch Firs are greatly improved in quality and their growth promoted by 

procuring the seed from the natural woods growing in Speyside’’, while the Rev John 

McDonnell in his statistical account for Forres writes of the extensive plantations of firs 

in a very flourishing condition on Darnaway (McDonnel, 1799).  

Shaw (1775) records:  

‘Here I cannot but observe, as peculiar to Fir Woods, that they grow and spread always to 

the East, or between the North and the South-east, but never to the West or Southwest. 

The cause of this seemeth to be, that in the months of July and  

August, the great heat opens the Fir apples then ripe, and the winds at that season, 

blowing from the South-west to West-south-west, drive the seed out of the open husks to 

the East and the neighbouring Earths. In the plains, are the forests of ‘Tarnuay’, and the 

Woods of Inshoh Kilravock, and Calder, and in this last, and in Inveron, Alvie and 

Urquhart are large oaks. I incline to think, that these Woods are the remains of the Silva 

Caledonia, which Ptolemy extends, ‘‘Lelalonia Lacu ad AEstuarium Vararis”, from Loch 

Lomond to the Moray Firth. With this abundance of wood, there are material for building 

found in great plenty.”  

John Gregor, nurseryman of Forres (Gregor, 1868) writes that the Highland Society 

offered premiums, both for collecting the greatest quantity of seeds of Pinus sylvestris, L. 

from the most celebrated forests in the Highlands of Scotland with satisfactory evidence 

that the seeds were sown, or sold for sowing; and also the greatest number of plants *om 

seeds of this description. The effect wars a reform in the cultivation of the tree, and 

planters generally now obtain native seeds, or plants raised from such seed, taken direct 

from the indigenous forests.  

In his writings Gregor also highlights the many outstanding Scots pine, in particular those 

of Darnaway, as being supposed remnants of the old Caledonian forests.  

 



Recent Times  
Anderson (1967) states that the Scotch Firs are greatly improved, and their quality and 

growth promoted, by procuring the seed from natural woods grown in Speyside” (also 

Lauder, 1834; Loudon, 1838; and Gregor, 1832). It is of interest that reference is also 

made to a considerable area of what is now poor moorland in the counties of Nairn and 

Moray north of Lochindorb where for at least seven years (1566-1573) extensive illegal 

cutting of trees prompted a letter from Mary Queen of Scots, (who held court at 

Darnaway in 1564 (Anon, 1881)), to write in 1566 decrying the destruction in the lands 

of Kilmony (Culmony), Deltany, Farrens (Ferness), Etynoch (Aitnoch), Badenhall, and 

the woods thereof (Anderson, 1967; MacFarlane, 1906-8).  

Following the 1953 gale six Scots pine from Tearie, Black Loch, and Dounduff were 

selected by the Genetics Branch of the Forestry Commission and grafted to form a small 

clonal seed orchard on Darnaway Estate. All these trees were initially planted between 

approximately 1774 and 1813 and although there is no record as to their origin the many 

references to seed collections during that period suggest a ‘local’ origin (Phillips, 1995a).  

 

Some of the finest Scots pine in form and growth can be seen on Darnaway Estate and it 

is of interest to record that the Darnaway provenance gave outstanding performance over 

a range of sites in provenance trails (Lines and Mitchell, 1964). At the provenance trial at 

Findon in the Black Isle, planted in 1934, the Damaway provenance also showed very 

good form and rate of growth (Phillips, 1995b).  

 

Conclusions  
Darnaway estate records and other sources indicate a long tradition of seed collecting 

from the Forest of Darnaway, in particular from Scots pine, of which there was an 

abundance. The older trees still surviving are recorded as having been planted in 1774, or 

thereby, and the seed origin of these old trees suggests a local source. Blaeus maps 

support this belief, also later reports indicate natural fir as having been regenerated from 

older ‘native’ woodland (Morton. 1928; Scott, 1912; Ferries, 1845).  

In these early days of forestry there was a lively trade in pine seed, and as early as 1621 

James VI asked the Earl of Mar to send seed from Mar Forest for use in England (Steven 

and Carlisle, 1959). According to The Earl of Haddington (1765) there was a regular 

trade in the export of pine seed from the Highlands.  

While native pine seed was being distributed and used in the 17th century, therefore, it 

was not until the beginning of the next century that relatively large scale planting began, 

and principally in Scotland (Steven and Carlisle, 1959). According to Loudon (1838) 

Scots pine began to be used in plantations in various parts of Britain in the 17th century. 

It is possible that some of the seed may have been imported but, as already mentioned, 

there was a lively trade in pine seed from the Highlands of Scotland from at least the 

beginning of the 18th century and kilns were used for its extraction (Haddington, 1765).  

As already mentioned, as a result of the work of George Don (Don, 1814) in the early 

decades of the last century the Highland Society of Scotland offered premiums for the 

greatest collections of Scots pine seed from the best native pinewoods in Scotland, 

provided that all the seed was sold and sown (Ablett, 1880). The largest collection was 

made by Messrs Gregor & Co, Nurserymen of Forres, a firm which took particular 



interest in Scots pine and extensive plantations were formed from these seeds by 

landowners.  

On the basis of such evidence provided by Darnaway Estate records, and from such 

authors already quoted it seems likely that much of the pine planted on Darnaway Estate 

would have been from local sources and therefore in turn be of native origin. It should 

perhaps be borne in mind that very large areas of ancient pine first occupied much of 

Strathspey, certainly as far as Dava, indeed no doubt covering much of what is now 

desolate moorland. One cannot but help suspecting that the source of pine seed necessary 

for the large planting programmes of 1767-1810 might well have derived, indirectly, 

from the fellings referred to by Gregor (1832) and Lauder (1834). Although they referred 

to an earlier era (1566-1573), the source would have covered much of the southern end of 

Darnaway Estate for a very long period (Pont and Blaeus maps 1583; Anderson, 1967: 

MacFarlane 1906-8).  

As regards the broadleaves, Darnaway Estate has a very long history (as far back as 1150 

AD), covering its oak forest in particular, with reference to its oak timber, but here again, 

as with the pine, there is no positive reference to any seed collections prior to 1767. 

However with such a large area of ancient oak forest covering most of the northern 

reaches of the Estate the ease of collecting, one can postulate an intelligent guess. Other 

broadleaves are more difficult in respect to seed and origin, however it is of considerable 

interest to read of large ash mentioned in the Lays of the Deer Forest (Sobieski and 

Stuart, 1848) and even more so regarding the gigantic hollies.  

      In November 1997 a population of sessile oaks (Quercus petraea Liebl) were noted 

along the banks of the Findhorn River at the Meads of St. John. Provisional 

measurements and observations indicate a native population of local origin, and this will 

be reported on in due course.  
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