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HAWTHORN TRUNK 

 

This is a section of the trunk from a hawthorn. Growing in Balephuil, the tree that it 

came from could lay claim to being the oldest on Tiree.  

 

The island is often thought of as flat and treeless. And you can see why. In the right 

conditions, however, many sorts of trees grow well on Tiree. In 1794, the minister 

reported: "'It plainly appears that wood formerly grew in this parish ... frequently 

large pieces of trees are found in the mosses [peat banks]." This has been confirmed  

more recently, by looking for tree pollen in cores of peat. The first to colonise the 

island after the last glaciers rolled back 17,000 years ago were willow and birch 

followed by hazel, alder, poplar and, less commonly, sessile oak, elm and pine.  All of 

these trees are growing today on the island. 

 

As a natural resource, these trees were used for building and fuel by the island's 

early farmers. Grazing did for the rest. For two thousand years, since the iron Age, 

the island has been virtually treeless. The only surviving 'natural' trees is a stand of 

eared willow, growing up to two metres tall on the eastern slopes of Ben Hynish. 

 

Dukes of Argyll had encouraged tenants in Kintyre to plant trees around their 

kailyards as far back as the 1700s. In 1802, the fifth Duke decided to try this on Tiree. 

He wrote to his chamberlain on the island, Dr Malcolm McLaurin: “The gardener at 

Inveraray will give you a few quicks [hawthorn trees] for a trial along with you, and 

you can get cuttings of elder from Kintyre.” Back came the reply from the factor: "No 

quicks could be had from the garden of Inveraray, but some forest trees were got, 

which, with some boar tree [elders], and quicks got from Kintyre by Mr Langlands, 

have been planted and fenced at Balephuil, sheltered from the north west exposure, 

and promise as yet to thrive well." The chosen site was an old cattle pen in a gully on 

the eastern slopes of Ben Hynish. It is obviously a naturally sheltered spot. 

Honeysuckle and dogrose grow there, giving the hollow its name: Glac nan Smeur 

'the hollow of the berries'. The field below the hollow is now known as Pairc na 

Coille 'the field of the woodland'. 

 

By 1803, however, the Duke had begun to cool on the project as it went over 

budget: "George Langlands [the surveyor employed to lay out the new crofts] has 

raised his charge near one half ... I think I might have been informed before he did 

this ... For instance, twelve days enclosing a bit of ground and planting a few trees in 

it at fifteen shillings per day is £9 ... The trial to raise trees is upon the whole so very 



expensive that I must desire nothing more of the kind to be done till I know what the 

attempt produces." The chamberlain's reply later that year was not encouraging: 

"The planting attempt promised well, and the plants were promising and thriving, 

but, like every new development, it excited the jealousy of the natives, who have 

pulled up most every one of them excluding the quicks [hawthorn], which are 

healthy and thriving. Could the perpetrators of this action be discovered, they would 

justly become the objects of exemplary punishment."  

 

It is not clear why the young trees were uprooted. McLaurin was an unpopular 

factor, an assiduous collector of rising rents; the cattle pen may still have been in 

use; and the wood may have been taken as fuel or to make baskets. The spiny 

branches of the hawthorn probably deterred the raiders. 

 

This square of hawthorn trees still exists – just. It is a magnet for rare, small 

migrating birds seeking cover. Over the last thirty years, however, numbers of 

surviving trees have fallen, their flowing beards of green-grey lichen not hiding their 

age. When a gale felled one last year. I cut a section from the trunk to count the 

rings. To my surprise, I could count only eighty or so, although I found it more 

difficult than I had anticipated. Hawthorns can live for several hundred years, but 

this was presumably re-growth from the stump of another fallen tree. 

Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 


