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BC – Before the Commission
Ever stopped to think what life would have been like BC (before the Commission)? Hundreds
of years of exploitation and deforestation had left only a pitiful 5% forest cover by the start
of the 20th century. When World War I broke out in 1914, Britain was vulnerable to
blockades by German U boats. Timber security was so important that Prime Minister Lloyd
George famously remarked that Britain came closer to losing the war through lack of timber
than want of food. With no forestry policy, forest service or forestry authority, the time
was ripe for change…

In the beginning… the Acland Committee
The Acland Committee was formed in 1916 to consider and report
upon the best means of conserving and developing the woodland and
forestry resources of the United Kingdom, having regard to
experience gained during the war. Its Secretary was the influential
‘father of British forestry’ Mr. (later Lord) R L Robinson of His
Majesty’s Office of Woods. He would come to make a significant and
unique contribution championing forestry in Britain. Other members
were the estate owners Lord Clinton (from Devon) and Lord Lovat
(from Inverness-shire).

August

September

December

Slasher factoid:

All bets are off…
Lord Lovat had a reputation as something of a gambling man (he once won £3,500 in an evening
at Monte Carlo - equivalent to 100 times that sum today!). History does not relate whether
betting money changed hands between Lords Lovat and Clinton at the time, but on 7th

December 1919 in a race against time they travelled by overnight train to plant the
Commission’s first trees. When he arrived at Elgin station Lord Lovat was handed a telegram
announcing that Lord Clinton had pipped him to the post. Tactfully, the official records did not
take sides between England and Scotland. [Given that there are now flights from London to
Inverness, the result might be quite different for a Scottish Lord today. Ed]
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The task ahead
The Acland Committee recommended that the State establish 1.7 million acres
(715,000 hectares) by the end of the century and that the private sector maintain
1.2 million hectares as insurance against future wars. Private owners were to be
paid £2 per acre.
Decision-making in the newly formed FC consisted of eight Commissioners, with
executive staff comprising Assistant Commissioners, Forest Officers, Foresters and
Foremen. There were 10 Divisions, 29 Divisional & District Officers, 110 foresters
and 59 Admin/finance staff (the latter based in London and Edinburgh).

The District Officer is in a privileged position, somewhat similar to that of a Company Commander in the Army, in this
respect that his is the senior grade that comes into anything like direct contact with the men who are carrying out the actual
operations. To use a mixed metaphor, he is the buffer state between the instructions issuing from High Policy on the one
hand and urging for improved conditions on the other.

In addition to his responsibility for the smooth working of the staff the District Officer has very heavy technical
responsibilities. In fact, it is not too much to say that he is responsible to a greater or less degree for every plant that is raised,
and the method of its raising, every acre that is planted, and the method of its planting, every drain that is dug, and every
fence that is erected. The great majority of the records that are kept are his, or under his supervision. It is his duty to delimit
areas and prepare the necessary maps, make plans for the future, record the past and keep the present ever active.

In a few years’ time - if not already - the running of a district will prove to be a highly intensive business. It is an interesting
speculation for the future as to how the business will be developed. A policy of de-centralization may perhaps be evolved
with a central bureau for guidance, information and control. The department responsible for forestry, whatever be its nature
in the future, will be inevitably a large trading department. If it is to escape the losses which are always associated with
government trading, it will be due in good part to a modified monopoly, but also to the business training which it will be
incumbent on the District Officer of the future to possess.
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‘Bye-bye!’ or ‘Buy-buy’?
No sooner was it born than the Forestry Commission was nearly consigned to the history
books. Only two years after its formation it narrowly escaped being sacrificed on the altar
of financial austerity [déjà vu anyone? -Ed] as the country slid into an economic crisis. A
Committee on National Expenditure - the Geddes Committee - recommended scrapping
State afforestation and in 1921 - under the infamous ‘Geddes axe’ - Treasury withdrew the
Commission’s authority to acquire land. Forestry Schools were cut and staff dismissed. But
just when it seemed that ‘the game was a bogey’ another Government policy came to the
rescue - this time the need to reduce rural unemployment. The moratorium on land
acquisition was lifted and suddenly it was full steam ahead again.

Land was cheap in the 1920s. By 1929, some 192,000 acres (78,000 ha) had been planted:
56kha by the Commission and 22kha by the private sector. From the start the FC’s mission
was all about afforestation and future timber supply. Its environmental and social agendas
would have to wait for some considerable time. In their early guiding principles, the
Commissioners required ‘…the elimination of all activities, however attractive, which do
not conduce directly or in the long run to an increase of timber-production’.

Resolution No. 1 of the Forestry Conference reaffirms what may be called the fundamental creed of foresters. It is a
matter of elementary prudence for every country which is developing on the lines of Western civilisation to ensure that
materials of first-rate importance to industry shall be readily available at all times. The aim of Forest Policy is to ensure
continuity of supplies on a scale sufficient to meet prospective demands. The Commissioners believe that the future
well-being of the whole Empire and its individual parts depends in no small measure on the effective incorporation of
this creed into accepted political economy.

Such briefly are the grounds on which the Forestry Conference was led to pass the Resolution No. 2 that it was
incumbent on every part of the Empire to conserve and augment its own resources of growing coniferous timber.
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“Large areas of Land in many parts of Great Britain are more suited to the production of timber than food. An adequate
supply of growing timber is also highly desirable on grounds of national defence. The development of Forest Policy is
largely dependent on State action continuously applied over a period of years. The Forestry Commission was established
to carry out such a policy and is actively engaged on a definite programme, including the afforestation of 150,000 acres
in the 10-year period 1919-1929, the encouragement of private forestry by a system of grants, and the systematic
establishment of forest workers’ holdings at the rate of five holdings per 1,000 acres of afforestable land. It is anticipated
that these holdings, the occupiers of which are guaranteed 150 days’ work per annum in the State forests, will make a
useful permanent addition to the rural population, especially in poor grazing districts. The Crown Woods and Forests,
including about 60,000 acres of woodland, have also been transferred to the Commissioners.

The Government has agreed that this policy shall be carried on without interruption.”

Recent debates in Parliament show that while there is very general satisfaction with the work of the
Commission, there is also the feeling in certain quarters that operations should be on a much larger scale.

Memories of 1927  (Jack Jennings, Chief Forester, Slasher 1971)

“Forest Workers had a rough time. For a start, when you turned up in the morning you were never certain you would be
permitted to work. If it was raining you were told to stand by until 11am. If it was still raining at lunchtime that was
that and home you went, without pay. There was no dole or unemployment pay for agricultural workers. The working
week of fifty-something hours was six days. Saturday counted as a full day.

Young lads like myself always had hopes of getting into Forestry School though the number of openings was far fewer
than the number of candidates. To make the grade you had to work very hard, keep your mouth shut and make sure you
were in the Foresters’ good books. Senior Foresters were idols. A Grade 1 Forester on a salary of £150 a year was to me in
the Cabinet Minister class!”
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Do you have an old copy of the Journal of the Forestry
Commission? Introduced in 1922 the first edition stated: “The
Journal affords an opportunity of discussing the many knotty
problems [sic! -Ed] which arise in daily forestry practice.” In all, it
ran to 36 Editions, the last one being in 1968-69. Each edition listed
the names of staff at Headquarters (London, Basingstoke and
Edinburgh), Alice Holt/Research, Wales and the Conservancies.
Intended to be a means of exchanging the opinions and experiences
of all members of staff, the Journal ceased in 1969. The main
(monthly) topical news source for news, events and staff moves
then became  The Slasher.

Trained men, of course, are just as likely
to be as careless as untrained men, but slackness of that sort can be dealt with. Where
carelessness springs from ignorance it is a more difficult matter.

there was a shortage of labour on the three schemes in the
Glen Mhor District when planting was commenced in October 1920. No men could
be obtained locally, and it was necessary to import them from other parts. These
included eleven fishermen from Barra, who were employed during the winter and
spring. None of the imported men had any previous experience of planting and most
of them were indifferent planters, but they did useful work clearing scrub and draining.

the total planting squad here averaged 25 to 30 men,
only one or two of whom had planted before. Most of them, however, had handled
spades and forestry tools, and with close supervision for several days new men usually
became quite adept fairly quickly. We had absolutely no “labour troubles” and as far
as I could learn there was very little discontent in the squad all winter, and, indeed,
for the coming planting season I expect to have most of the same men available, though
many of them come distances of not less than five miles.
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The emergence of Forest Research…

An advisory committee on Forest Research was formed in 1929 but the first Forest Research
Station wasn’t established until 1946 at Alice Holt Lodge in Surrey. Northern Research Station
at Bush Estate opened in 1970.

Slasher Factoid: 

A Uniform Approach
From the purely official point of view the system of having woodmen in uniform is of value in protecting plantations
from damage by trespassers. Normally, the forester would wear out his old clothes while pursuing his daily occupation,
but clothes chosen for social use are by no means the best for rough work in the open. It may therefore be concluded that
a specially made suit or uniform is desirable. In 1925, official sanction was obtained to an arrangement by which foresters
might obtain a uniform, the ordering and payment for which should be carried out through the Department, who would
contribute 30s. towards the cost. The scheme has given much satisfaction, and 28 uniforms have already been supplied.

Unofficial Notes on an Official Visit

Being a mere office wallah, it was a pleasant and instructive privilege to visit Tintern and
the Dean in the company of foresters. I use the word foresters in the wide sense, as the party
included Forestry Commissioners and Forest Officers. Foresters appear to be able and willing
to explain those things which a layman wants to know, and when asked questions they do
not take refuge in scientific jargon. Foresters have, however, some idiosyncrasies. For
example, they are never satisfied with the result of their labours, but are always aiming at
a forest Utopia; and while they may become ecstatic over some self-regenerated oak which
the ordinary mortal would not have eyes to see, they will refer to a cathedral of 150 feet
larch of overwhelming beauty as “ nice sticks.”

Forest Research in Scotland has a rich history
influenced by names like Steven & Carlisle (Native
Pinewoods of Scotland) and Mark Anderson (head
of Forestry at Edinburgh University). The 1940s
saw the Commission’s research work start to
expand and eventually grow out of all recognition.
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From an Office Window at 1, Whitehall
Every man’s outlook is limited; some see farther than others. There are seven men working behind
this window, and for many hours each day their outlook is on paper. It may be a forester’s report, a
District Officer’s, or a Divisional Officer’s report, but it is on paper…Now you foresters and others
actually see things, and I do think you might give us poor report readers a better idea in your reports
of what you see and what you want us to do… above all, write what you think and not what you
think you ought to write. Simple language, stating the plain facts, is a good deal better than a lot
of surplus irrelevance.
When you are out in the rain you envy us; when you are in the sunshine we envy you, so there is not
a great deal between us. If we can realise the other’s outlook the better for both.

B.R. Davies   Journal of the Forestry Commission 1928

A Very Good report card

We have had almost ten years’ experience of administration under the Forestry Acts and the new
term of a like period will soon commence. I think the general impression throughout the country
among those who know and the many who are interested but who do not know about our subject,
is that the Commission has been successful and has not failed in diligence or in the effort to carry
out the programme allotted in 1919. The past years, however, have been strenuous for all participants,
and possibly a little of the enthusiasm originally existing in the members of the staff has somewhat
abated, but, nevertheless, there exists throughout the whole Service a deep interest and a well-rooted
sense of responsibility and of the desire to carry on the work with success. Everyone engaged in this
great national enterprise could no doubt write a chapter on the last ten years, chapters of criticism
or of satisfaction and of sage advice, but we must feel a thrill of gratification in the fact that we
have all taken our share in the successful launching of a new and permanent industry in the old
Homeland.

John D. Sutherland   Journal of the Forestry Commission 1929

The depressing thirties

The Commission started the decade in fine form,
planting up many new forests. But very soon the
Government brakes were applied. In 1931 - the year
that the FC’s HQ in London moved from Grosvenor
Gardens to Saville Row - Britain became gripped in
a financial depression so severe that a state of
national emergency was declared.

Private forestry entered the doldrums, many traditional estates were parcelled up for
sale and it was up to the Commission to continue the afforestation effort. But money
was tight, so land purchase had to be put on hold.
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The first FC Chairman Lord Lovat [remember the one who lost his bet with Lord Clinton? -Ed]
held a ‘long cherished dream’ of repopulating the uplands. Along with other Highland landowners
like the Commissioner Sir John Stirling-Maxwell of Corrour he set up a smallholder scheme.
Ten-acre holdings were created on better land in the newly planted forests. The tenants paid a
rent and in return were guaranteed forestry work. Forest workers

were attracted to remote areas. In
1924 there were 624 smallholdings
in Britain but the number reduced
after the Great Depression. Later
on, the FC tackled rural
employment by building bespoke
forestry villages. Pictured here are
Tom, Elsie and Ian Bremner at Bin
Forest Holding No. 3 in 1954.

Two giant figures in the FC’s history…
The intimation that Sir John Stirling-Maxwell is about to retire from the Commission will have been
received with genuine regret by every member of the staff. His term of office as Chairman has been of short
duration, but he has been a member of the Commission since it was formed. His knowledge of forestry and
his unflagging interest in the work and in the welfare of everyone concerned have been a source of
inspiration and of confidence. Sir John Stirling-Maxwell will be succeeded in the Chair by Sir Roy L.
Robinson, who as Technical Commissioner and Vice Chairman has already had heavy responsibilities. His
selection is a tribute to his consistent application to those matters which beset the men in the field. As the
first Rhodes Scholar in Forestry and as one who has never been induced to veer from the subject since he
became a graduate, his promotion and the honour conferred upon him by the King are both subjects for
congratulation.

Journal of the Forestry Commission 1932

A few tips to young Foresters and Foremen

● Don’t work in big gangs, as you will find that every watch in the gang is 15 or 20 minutes in front of yours
in the afternoon.

● Don’t reprimand a man in front of his mates, as this tends to make him a hero in their eyes.
● When finishing measuring up piecework, don’t put too much faith in the stake you may drive in the ground.

You must have a secret landmark, as the wind has been known to blow these stakes 2 or 3 chains further back.
● Avoid the farmers as you would the plague and put farmhouses out of bounds during working hours.
● Don’t envy other foresters down south, who can play tennis and catch butterflies, as you can have enough

exercise here to keep you fit, viz., running after your hat, jumping over swollen brooks, and, last but not least,
running after mountain-sheep that have strayed or been thrown into your plantations. There is some satisfaction
in this last sport, because, if these sheep have gained 2 lbs. or more through grazing in the plantations, they
lose more before they are turned out, as you have to run them to a standstill.

● All these amusements will make you fit. The pure mountain air will give you a tremendous appetite, and you
will soon apply to your Divisional Office for an increase of salary.
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A walk in the park?

The first National Parks to be established in Great Britain were the Peak District, Lake District,
Snowdonia, and Dartmoor in 1951.

Even although the early years of the FC were all about timber production, there were a few enlightened
employees who saw the bigger picture. In the 1931 Edition of the Journal of the Forestry Commission,
B F. Oliver wrote Concerning the Aesthetic Aspect of Afforestation…

A man who is born in a glen where a young plantation exists grows up with the trees, and to him they are as
much a part of the landscape as the hillside on which they stand. The State forester may or may not have a
poetic strain in his make-up; but his work, by which is primarily meant re-afforestation, must of necessity be
carried out on strictly utilitarian lines. Poetry is not a plant that flourishes in the bitter blast of progress reports
and monthly accounts.

… the great British Public, typified by the man in the street…knows that there is a Forestry Commission, that
its function is to plant trees, and he has a more or less distorted idea, according to the particular newspaper
which he reads, of how it is discharging its duties. But the ‘‘man in the street” is now a traveller. When summer
comes, he enters his car or motor ’bus and “sees the country,” along with hosts of his fellows, and he then forms
his own opinion of what the Forestry Commission is doing. But the forester is a servant of the State. He is
engaged in forming forests for the ultimate benefit of the nation and of the aforesaid “man in the street.” The
latter, as represented by the holiday maker or tourist, cares very little for the economic side of forestry, but cares
a great deal for what appeals to his sense of beauty, however inarticulate. There is no reason to suppose that
the annual holiday invasion of country districts will lessen. On the contrary, it is likely to increase and to
lengthen its season every year.
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Jaw-jaw or war-war?

As the decade progressed it looked as if Britain might be
heading towards another war. The FC and the Board of
Trade drew up plans for supplying home-grown timber.
In 1939 the Home Grown Timber Advisory Committee
was established: it was to play a major role during and
after the war. The Commission was split into the Forest
Management Department (maintaining normal duties) and
the Timber Supply Department (charged with producing
timber for the war effort - mainly pit props). As the
Commission’s early commercial plantings were under 20
years old - clearly too young to produce a meaningful
timber supply - much of its timber came from the New
Forest and the Forest of Dean.
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Britain at war

By the outbreak of World War II, the Commission was the largest landowner in Britain.
Lots of forest workers were needed to keep the war effort going: the number more
than trebled - from 14,000 to 44,300. These workers included the Newfoundland
Forestry Detachment (the ‘Newfies’) and Canadian Forestry Corps; military foresters
from Britain, Australia and New Zealand, and of course the Women’s Timber Corps
or ‘Lumberjills’ as they became fondly known (see below). The war did not stop
afforestation efforts either: over 40,000 hectares were planted and the Commission
bought many felled and undermanaged woodlands.

Home thoughts from abroad… the Canadian Forestry Corps Company in Deeside

CFC co. no 25, Mar Lodge camp logging pond.
Ponding removed mud and stones from logs, reduced saw
damage and allowed logs to be sorted.
Forestry Memories website.
[Some of those logs look fairly dodgy quality! -Ed]

Mar Lodge logging camp and sawmill were constructed
by around 200 men from CFC Companies 2, 3, 4, 13 and
16 (the trailer is placed to receive slabs and off cuts).
Forestry Memories website.
[Those bicycles lying in the front look very new. -Ed]

This timber bridge over the River Dee has all the
hallmarks of the Canadian Forestry Corps. Timber
products were taken for onward transport by light rail.
Forestry Memories website.
[Beautifully constructed! -Ed]
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Lumberjills – the unsung War heroines

Lumberjill Christina’s story…
Christina Forrester, née Edgar, from Glasgow, was just 19 when she volunteered into
the Corps back in 1942. After a month’s training in a billeted camp near Brechin,
Christina and the other lumberjills learned how
to fell trees with axes and saws.

Slasher factoid:
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Raising the stakes

Photograph courtesy of
aboutzoos.info.

Slasher factoid:
During the War, Jack

Chard employed
out-of-work

elephants to help
move logs!

“The older elephant Molly had
done timber work in India and
could pull a two-ton log with ease.
The pair worked hard but they
couldn’t be hurried, and time-
keeping just didn’t interest them.”
Jack Chard

Here in a corner of an English Shire,
Far from the Homeland he fought to save
A Belgian pilot sleeps, who dying gave
His all, for all of England to admire.
Here was a warrior of the lonely sky,
Modest and brave, outstanding for his race,
Who winged the outer air with swallow’s grace.
Do not grieve if you should pass this way in the next years-
His was a life that shone too bright for tears.
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“The twentieth century showed an increasing feeling for the
more recent exotic conifers, but the most important changes were the first large scale attempts to afforest
the peat lands of the Borders and of the west of Scotland, in which Sitka spruce was extensively used, and
the discovery of the Hybrid larch at Dunkeld. The first, for which the Duke of Buccleuch’s Moorburnhead
plantation in Dumfries-shire, Sir John Stirling Maxwell’s forest at Corrour in Inverness-shire and the
Crown Wood of Inverliever in Argyll are celebrated, paved the way for all the subsequent developments
in the afforestation of peat, while the second gave us an entirely new tree with distinct possibilities.”

The forester despised his Japanese Larch,
But lauded his Sitka Spruce

And vowed they would be the replacement tree,
As he planned his future land-use.

Yet, while time has flown, so the Larches have grown
To majestic bole and crown.

And how have the Sitka throve the while?
Oh! the winds have blown them down.

“The choice was made because it was necessary to decide on something
symbolic of those concerned with forestry, and the slasher has for long been
regarded as an insignia of office among those who serve the Commission… It
is invariably carried by all our woodsmen when in the plantations.”
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“New silvicultural problems will also arise;
windblow is inevitable to a lesser or greater degree
however skilful the management may be and the
problem of economically extracting blown timber
and restocking the blows have to be solved in good
time. I do not think the spruces will regenerate
themselves to any extent [The only prediction he
got wrong! - Ed] and the opportunity will arise for
changing the species composition of the forest – if
that is found to be desirable – and also of breaking
up the great masses of even-aged plantations.

I am only re-echoing the wishes of other keen
foresters when I say that I would like to see
Kielder Forest as it will be 50 or 100 years hence.”

The expanding fifties
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Clearing 1953 windthrow in Deeside

Precariously balanced on a blown Scots pine these men are
wielding 6lb wedge axes to cut off the branches from the
stems. The man on the right has tied the bottoms of his
trousers to reduce snagging on branches. [No ‘elf and safety
executive back then! -Ed].

A human forwarder! [Among the branches and fallen
trees behind him you can just see a horse and
horseman gathering a load -Ed]

A lorry weaves its way between the wood wagons
whilst GPO staff are busy re-erecting the telephone
wires torn down by the fallen trees. [The aptly named
A. Wood was Alexander Wood of Lumphanan -Ed]

A Bounty bar
In 1953 the Commission introduced a payment of one
shilling per tail for all squirrel bounty hunters.
[Imagine that today! -Ed]
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Chips of the old block

Already, one third of the Government’s postwar afforestation target had been achieved.
New markets for thinnings such as chipwood and pulp opened up, supplementing the
traditional pit props market, such that by the end
of the 1950s, FC timber income had quadrupled.
But the world was changing. The Commission’s
priorities were moving away from a timber
reserve, towards economic and social benefits.
The Government recognised that in a nuclear war
a strategic timber reserve was no longer a priority,
and accepted a 1957 Zuckerman Report recom-
mending a better balance between agriculture and
forestry in the uplands. Expanding programmes of
establishment and harvesting meant that new houses had to be built. In 1958 - the peak
year for all tenancies - the FC owned a total of 4627 properties.

“What is seen today is the reversal of the trend
for people to leave the land – the bringing back
of people into the rural areas in ever-increasing
numbers, the provision of houses in lovely
surroundings, and an assurance of employment
for so long as a man is able to work”

Sir Henry Beresford-Peirse
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“It is certain that while helicopters are convenient, they will not be an economic proposition until their operating costs are
reduced far below the present figure.”

Aerial fertilising at Forest of Deer near
Cuminestown watched by Emslie, Edith and
Audrey Wilson, along with other children.

[And a dog: no doubt all in the safe zone! -Ed]

Photograph courtesy of Jean Christie.
Forestry Memories website.

Helicopter trialling timber extraction 1956.
Image provided by Jim Christie.
Forestry Memories website.



 Forestry Commission Association Page  21

The ‘60s continued where the ‘50s left off, with continued expansion by both the FC and
the private sector (by 1969 private forests accounted for 40% of the total planting with
the Dedication Scheme and Approved Woodlands Scheme totalling almost one million
hectares). Timber production nearly doubled - from 726,000 cubic metres in 1960 to
1,318,000 cubic metres by the end of the decade.

What’s in a name?

Stable progress

Road sage
The FC became agents for the Ministry of Transport, greening up the emerging network of motorways
and trunk roads. Many trees seem as yet little more than twigs poking out of embankments and verges,
usually with a drab supporting stake alongside. Eventually, however, they will grow strong enough to
break the straps binding them to the stakes. “The whole object is basically to have reasons for the tree
grouping”, explained Mr. Len Simpson, the tall Scot, who as Forestry Commission district officer, generally
supervises the Staffordshire contract. “Some groups are essential screens for private properties near
the roads and others replace ancient trees. But many are to ‘beautify’ - to give a dash of forest vista to
a motorway or soften the angular contours of bridges and embankments.”

The boomtime sixties

After the Commission’s 1919 enabling regulation,  The
Forestry Act 1967 remained the most important
legislation, consolidating all previous Acts and providing
the chief regulating instrument up until devolution.
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Scenery, however, is largely a matter of taste and habit of thought. The same person may admire the Black
Forest in Germany but not Kielder Forest in Northumberland. Why? Perhaps the simplest explanation is that
the former is thought to ‘belong’ whilst the latter is new and strange. Foresters in Britain are proud of their
achievement, and hope that as the new forests become more familiar, they will be felt to ‘belong’ to our
countryside also.

Forestry in the British Scene 1968 FC Booklet No 14

Until the sixties, the Commission’s main purpose had been an economic one – a strategic
reserve of timber and rural employment. However,
things started to change
following the 1968 Coun-
tryside Act, which gave the
general public the right to
use much of the forest
estate for recreation. New
Visitor Centres, campsites,
trails and picnic areas were
added to the Commission’s
recreational portfolio,
eventually enabling the FC
to claim its place as the
largest provider of outdoor
recreation in Britain.

Photograph courtesy of
Glenbranter Forest office

staff & Ian Adams.
Forestry Memories website.

1960-1961 Wood-engraving by George Edward Mackley, commissioned by the FC.
Reproduced by kind permission of the V&A George Mackley Bequest.
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Princess Alexandra during a 1969 FC Jubilee
event at Bush Estate Midlothian.

Image courtesy of Sheila Matheson.
Forestry Memories website.

Training heroes to training zero

Jubilee jubilations

Since publication began,
the Commission has grown from a struggling new Department
with inexperienced staff, few in numbers, to a major concern
responsible - taking its own forests and the private estates
together - for three million acres of woodlands. Today it is
well equipped with the latest technological aids, and staffed
with experienced men, skilled in many professional fields. We
take this opportunity of thanking all our contributors, over the
years, for the part they have played in aiding this remarkable
growth.

Benmore Forester Training School 1964.
Photograph courtesy of Jim Pratt.
Forestry Memories website.

Ae Management Training Centre 1975. Photograph courtesy
of the family of George Dey.
Forestry Memories website.

[Ae Machine Training Centre was a little further along beside
the garages and machine bays, where operators honed their
skills on different machines -Ed]
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Lines to honour a fifty-year achievement by the Forestry Commission
by D. L. Shaw, Forester, North Wales (1968-69 Journal of the Forestry Commission)

Achievement, with a purpose born of need—
To restore this Nation’s gravely drained resource;
A haunt of kings, a fount of British might
Depleted by the need to counter force.
A fifty-year creation restocks our ancient land
Fulfilling, in broad splendour, much of Britain’s wide demand.

Five decade’s growth invests the ancient hills
Uplifts serrated form o’er lonely moor.
Clothes rugged slopes and shelves of fissured rock
Spreads, sighing, to the vacant farmhouse door.
And cradling, in tender, close embrace
The lowland hamlet, quaint with pristine grace.

Take pride in these our forests, secure them well;
Their creation spans the flow of fifty years.
Endeavour, trial and study stamp their course
From seedling growth to ripening forest tiers.
Take pride! Within these confines is narration—
Of man’s dedicated service to his nation!

Two hundred seasons can chronicle this feat!
And fifty springs have come and gone, awakening the bud,
Renewing Nature’s cycle with never failing pulse.
Long summer days have fled on sunshine’s lustrous flood.
The guise of autumn tints revives a splendour all too brief
And winters frost-clad pageant recalls woodlands veiled in grief.

Prospects of visual charm enhance the dwindling rural scene
From Dunnet in Caithness, to Land’s End’s blustery shore
From Preseli’s lonely fastness to Aldewood in the east
Our forests straddle landscapes alleged as infecund before.
A heritage for ageless youth! - and those as yet unborn,
Ah! amber-littered forest aisles - your crown is proudly worn!

Let us respect, and not neglect, those men who laid foundations.
Long pioneer days of trial endured with patient skill
Out of the seed the forest grew - replete with tales and legends
Of men of courage, patience too, who practised on the hill.
Many praise, are with us yet - and for those who are departed
What greater tribute - these our woods - which they so zealously started?

Then let us celebrate these fifty years of function;
Distinguish proud achievement in this year of Jubilee.
And observe we are united, for in honour and esteem—
A Prince of Wales will be proclaimed with Royal Pageantry!
Grow on then noble trees, grow on—your spell has never fled
Lead on proud forest service—the century lies ahead!
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The role-changing seventies

Treasury tumult

Slasher factoid: 
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In a visionary statement in 1974 the
Commissioners stated:
“No one sector of the community nor single
generation has a monopoly interest in the forest
and its management. As a trustee for the community
at large and for future generations the foresters’
duty is to pass on our own inheritance from
the past, avoiding change for its own sake –
which is rightly resented – and shaping the
inevitable cycle of growth, maturity, and replacement
in a manner which blends the best of tradition,
currently accepted standards and options for
the future.”

Loch Faskally picnic site Tummel Forest 1972.
Photograph is courtesy of George Dey.
Forestry Memories website.
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In 1975, the Commission’s three offices (London,
Basingstoke and Edinburgh) were amalgamated into a
new building in Edinburgh. Originally saluted as
‘Headquarters’, the name became less formal in time,
changing to ‘Head Office’, finally becoming ‘Silvan
House’ in the 1990s following a staff poll.

[Somehow other suggestions such as ‘The Treehouse’
‘The Nuthouse’ and ‘FCUK’ failed to gain approval! -Ed]
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Slasher factoid: In 1976 Fiona Fenton becomes the FC’s first female Forester.
[Cynic alert: well I suppose it only took about 70 years! -Ed]

The changing eighties

Already, the first decade of sale of Commission forests, 1981
- 1991, was marked by a dramatic loss of public access, even
in forests near to centres of population which had used them
for recreational purposes. There are now public access
guidelines attached to such sales, but access remains a problem
and may have been a factor in preventing privatisation of the
Commission in 1994.
House of Commons Library Research Paper on
Forestry Policy, 27 July 1995
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Much of the 1980s forest expansion was by the
private sector, driven by tax incentives. Over the
decade, private planting totalled 182,000
hectares, but it wasn’t always the ‘right tree in
the right place’.

The Flow Country of Caithness and Sutherland,
[christened Scotland’s Serengeti -Ed] - one of
the largest surviving areas of blanket bog in
Europe - emerged as a pivotal campaigning
battle ground.

Private forestry tax breaks for celebrity investors
were roundly condemned by the public and the
media. The climax of this campaign came in 1988
when forestry was removed from the scope of
Income Tax and Corporation Tax by Chancellor
Lawson. Tax-led forestry investment ended
overnight, new planting reduced dramatically,
the nursery trade suffered and there was a loss
of confidence amongst private investors.

Planting eventually picked up again when the
Woodland Grant Scheme was introduced.

Double Mould Board ploughing Rumster Forest 1979.
Photograph courtesy of the family of George Dey.
Forestry Memories website.

Ploughing tractors bogged at Lochans near Lairg 1987.
Photograph courtesy of Frank Thom.
Forestry Memories website.
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The 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act stimulated environmental awareness, but FC policies and lack of
awareness were seen as being out of step with the times. The Nature Conservancy Council 1985 report
‘Nature Conservation in Great Britain’ showed that nearly half of Ancient Semi-Natural woodland had been
lost over the last 50 years in 23 counties.
But forestry attitudes were at last catching up: an FC/ICF Symposium ‘Broadleaves in Britain’  led to an FC
review of broadleaved policy in 1985 and new incentives were brought in to protect and enhance Britain’s
broadleaves. European Union legislation also helped the conservation agenda, with the EIA, Birds, and Habitat
Directives.

Audit, audit
In 1986 a National Audit Office Report ‘Forestry in Great Britain’ strongly criticised the FC’s economic
performance [like its predecessor 1972 Treasury cost/benefit analysis -Ed]. The future looked bleak but -
in the event - help came from an unexpected quarter. The Forest Industry vigorously defended the FC,
rounding on the Report as ‘ill-informed criticism’. The threat passed and ‘the show did go on’.
In 1987 a Countryside Commission report ‘Forestry in the Countryside’ supported multi-purpose forestry
and proposed County forestry strategies, new urban fringe Community Woodlands and a National Forest
in the Midlands, as well as planning permission for major new planting proposals. For the Commission it
looked like others were picking up the forestry agenda and taking it forward. The FC eventually saw sense
and backed all the proposals except for afforestation coming under planning control.

Slasher factoid: Forest expansion still remains outwith the planning system although planning
authorities exert a strong influence over future woodland expansion, the control of woodland
removal and the development of the forestry industry in their areas.

But 1987 was mainly remembered
for the devastating autumn gale that
flooded two million cubic metres of
timber onto the market in the south
of England. Fifty million trees blew
down, with more timber destroyed
than in any other single storm in the
20th century. Thanks to FC planning
and innovative water storage
techniques the vast majority of
windblown timber was salvaged and
marketed successfully.

“Earlier on today
apparently a woman

rang the BBC and said
she had heard a

hurricane was on the
way. Well I can assure
people watching, don’t

worry, there isn’t”.
BBC weather forecaster

Michael Fish,
16th October 1987
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The multi-purpose nineties
By now the Commission was firmly committed to multi-
purpose/multi-benefit forestry. Gone was the single-minded drive
for a strategic timber reserve. Now it was all about sustainable
forest management: the three-legged stool of economic,
environmental and social benefits.

A 1991 House of Commons Agriculture Committee Enquiry Report on Land Use and Forestry set out the FC’s
main aim as: 

Circular 13/1990 introduced Indicative Forestry Strategies at a time of controversy over the large-scale
planting of commercial forests. IFSs were designed to reduce conflict by steering further planting to less
sensitive areas. Circumstances have changed radically since then and IFSs can be adapted to play a
positive role in guiding and influencing future planting and felling.

Scottish Government Circular 9/1999 - Indicative Forestry Strategies
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Thanks to the 20th century planting programmes by the FC and the
private sector, by the start of the new millennium, Britain’s forest
cover had more than doubled, to 12% (9% England, 16% Scotland and
12% Wales). [A high-tech FC National Forest Inventory showed that by 2011
there were 2,982,000 hectares of woodland across England, Scotland and Wales,
representing 13% of Britain’s land area - a massive increase on the 5% tree cover
that existed when the Commission started life nine decades earlier. -Ed]

Slasher factoid: In 2016, the FC National Forest Inventory
calculated that there were 742,000 hectares of tree cover outside
woodland in Britain: 565,000 hectares in England; 84,000 hectares
in Scotland and 93,000 hectares in Wales.

1999/2000 FC Annual Report
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Treemendous tree cover

The boom and bust noughties
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Artistic perspective

“We conclude that environmental interventions in deprived urban locations can positively
impact on use patterns, perceptions of environment and, potentially, activity levels and
quality of life”. (Conclusion from a four-year study funded by the National Institute for
Health examining the impact of WIAT on the psychological wellbeing and stress levels of
people living in deprived communities in Scotland’s ‘central belt’.)

Slasher factoid: 
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Our forests and woods are nature’s playground for the
adventurous, museum for the curious, hospital for the stressed,
cathedral for the spiritual, and a livelihood for the entrepreneur.
They are a microcosm of the cycle of life in which each and every
part is dependent on the other; forests and woods are the
benefactor of all, purifying the air that we breathe and distilling
the water of life. In short, trees are for life.

The Forestry Commission has never promoted a specific policy on art, nor has it had any real overall strategic orientation on the subject at
GB level.
It seems clear that the FC’s arts activities add in unique ways to people’s awareness, understanding and valuing of trees, forests and woodland.
They can be effective in addressing intangible values such as ‘sense of place’, cultural history and identity; and they help with reassessing the
relationship between nature and society, and in rebuilding some of the lost connections. Art projects that give people greater respect for forest
values have helped in reducing problems of litter, fire and vandalism; and they probably also support a wider social sense of care for the natural
environment. Finally, of course, there is the intrinsic creative merit of the art itself. This study has confirmed that the artistic achievements of
the FC’s involvements - the meanings, effects, and quality of the content of the work - add up to a hugely significant contribution to the
contemporary cultural life of the nation.
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Let us cast aside for a moment the affairs of to-day and glance at our forests sixty years hence. Let us imagine the forester
of a future generation regarding the maturity of our labours. How will he criticise the results? Will he dig out old and
musty files? No! Will he wade through voluminous reports? No! Will he make intricate calculations with masses of figures?
No! He will look at the growing trees and by them shall we be judged, even as we now judge the foresters of the past.
Gone will be the forester, the figures, the files. Alone will remain the trees, the only vital link left, tall, majestic trees - a
monument to our skill or a stunted growth, symbolic of the reverse. Our politics, our pay, our promotion, our very names,
all happily lost in oblivion, but the forest standing there.

Then again, our 1984 forester may enquire into results of our efforts as viewed from the social point of view. To do this
he will have a perfect right, as our labours will have been all in vain if the people of the country have not benefited thereby.
Upon the system we have built up we will be judged.

But our forester will again turn to the trees, for if the trees fail all else will fail with them. They alone will stand in silent
but eloquent testimony of our worth.

Back to the Future…again
The Forestry Commission’s 2019 centenary year ended with celebratory planting ceremonies in the same
places as the first tree plantings by Lords Clinton and Lovat, at Eggesford Forest in Devon and Monaughtie
Forest in Moray. Guest of honour at the latter was 100 year old George Stewart, former Commissioner,
Forest and Estate Management.

https://www.forestry-memories.org.uk/
https://www.forestry-memories.org.uk
https://www.forestry-memories.org.uk

