


Trees of chladle The Beech

Beech trees get a bad press in some quarters
- maybe its because they’re incomers. They
don’t qualify as native to Scotland because
they didn’t arrive here of there ‘own accord’
(by wind, water or birds) after the last Ice
Age. They arrived later, brought here by
people. The first native trees started to
colonise Scotland around 10,000 years ago
and among them are scots pine, oak, ash,
hazel, birch, rowan, willow, alder, aspen

(a kind of poplar), gean (the wild cherry),
wych elm (the only elm native to Scotland),
hawthorn and the shrubby juniper. Beech
are considered native to Southern England
(becoming established some 3000 years
ago) and may well have colonised Scotland
naturally, but someone beat nature to it - one
theory was the Romans brought the seed
North. However, they have been here for so
long and have adapted so well they have
almost become native by adoption.

Beech trees will typically reach around 100
feet at maturity (but can be taller) and a
normal life span is taken to be around 300
years. Once established, the dense green foli-
age of beech trees casts such a heavy shade
that little else can grow beneath, leaving only
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a carpet of beech mast (nuts
and seeds) and leaf litter.
This is another reason why
a dominant beech woodland
is not favoured by some who may
prefer a more diverse woodland.

Beech wood is close grained, hard and strong
although it tends to shrink, split and distort
when dried. It endures best under water or
in waterlogged soil and because of this was
used as piles under great building projects
such as Winchester Cathedral and Waterloo
Bridge. It is good for turning and steam
bending and is popular for furniture making,
kitchen utensils and sports equipment.

Beech chips are used to smoke herrings and
beech mast has, in the past, been used as pig
feed and eaten by humans in time of famine.
The nuts have even been roasted and used as
a coffee substitute!

Of all the native or ‘semi native’ trees in
Kincladie, beech was probably present in the
greatest numbers. There was a danger that
they would become too dominant in some
parts of the wood and we have been thinning
them out. However, for me the wood would
be a poorer place without their rich auburn
and golden brown leaves of autumn and

the, soon to come, vibrant green of spring.
Someone poetically described them “bursting
forth as the clearest emeralds” - have a closer
look this spring. by Andrew Paterson

‘Native Woodlands of Scotland’ (Forestry Commission)
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What to look
for in Sprlng

Celandine (ranunculus
ficaria) or pilewort is a
characterful spring flower,
one of the first flowering
plants to appear at the end
of the winter (February to May).

The plant itself is small (5-30cm tall) with
dark, heart-shaped leaves. The flowers, which
appear on a short stalk, form a carpet of yellow
stars in woodland, under hedgerows, in ditches
and along streams. It is found on damp soils in
the pH range of 4 to 8, but is more commonly
found in pHs of 6 to 6.5. Lesser Celandine is an
important early nectar source but, in wet and
windy weather, the petals close.

The Dog Violet (viola
riviniana) is so called due
to its lack of perfume mean- &
ing it was only “suitable for &
dogs”. However, its close
relative, Sweet Violet (viola
odorata), is quite fragrant. Its flowers vary in
colour from bluish — violet through to white
and appear from March to May. It is common
in woods, hedgerows, heaths and grasslands
throughout Scotland. Individual flowers are
small but in such profusion that the plant is
conspicuous from some distance. The plant
itself can vary quite significantly and may
have either hairless or slightly hairy stalks. It
is a herbaceous perennial with heart-shaped
leaves and grows well on acid and calcareous
well-drained soils. The Gaelic name translates
as “field bowl”.

Blackthorn (prunus spinosa)
is a deciduous large shrub or
small tree growing to 5 m tall,
with blackish bark and dense,
stiff, spiny branches. The leaves are oval 2-45
cm long and 1.2-2 cm broad, with a serrated
margin. The flowers are 1.5 cm diameter, with
five slightly creamy-white petals; they are
produced shortly before the leaves in early
spring and are insect-pollinated. The fruit
called a “sloe” is black with a pale purple-
blue waxy bloom, ripening in autumn, and
harvested — traditionally after the first frosts.
The name blackthorn is said to come not only
from the colour of the bark but also from the
fact the blossom appears during the “black
winds of March” or “Blackthorn Winter”.
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