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Author’s Note

Over the years that this book covers, all of the government organisations responsible for deer management in Scotland have changed their names (e.g. the Nature Conservancy Council became the Nature Conservancy Council for Scotland, then Scottish Natural Heritage and now NatureScot). These are used interchangeably in the text, with the name relevant at the time – the various changes are in the endmatter. Like all areas of life, the worlds of deer management and conservation have their own terminology and acronyms. I have tried to minimise these, but many are unavoidable and they are explained in the text or in the glossary.

As will quickly become apparent, deer management is a sensitive and controversial subject, so where necessary I have changed people’s names. Real names have been used for historical figures; authors of published works; where people are named or quoted in press articles; and politicians where their statements are a matter of public record. I am aware that the vast majority of characters in the book are male, with the notable exception of Queen Victoria. This reflects the world of deer management and land management in Scotland during the period this book covers. This is slowly changing, and the number of female landowners, land managers, deer stalkers, deer contractors and ghillies is gradually increasing.
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Introduction

Just inside the entrance to the estate, the car braked suddenly. Gordon jumped out, reached on to the back seat, grabbed the rifle and leant over the bonnet. He slid a round in the chamber, peered through the scope, slipped the safety catch off and fired. There was a short loud crack, a thud, then complete silence. ‘Got her!’ he said. ‘Follow me.’ I jumped out of the car, shocked and nervous at the same time. Gordon walked cautiously into the trees, carrying his rifle, and I followed close behind, heart racing, adrenaline pumping.

The hind lay still, stone dead, a small bullet entry hole in her chest, from which blood gently seeped. After touching her eyeball to confirm there was no reflex and no life, Gordon took a knife from his jacket pocket, stabbed it into her throat to bleed her, then turned her so her belly was facing downhill. Next he carefully slid his knife down her middle to ‘gralloch’ her – removing the warm, steaming and incredibly large stomachs – deer are ruminants and have four – and intestines. Then, together, taking a front leg each, we dragged the carcase – which is what she was now – towards the car. Between us we somehow managed to swing the hind up on to the roof rack of the Montego estate and set off up the bumpy track towards the deer larder at the old farmhouse, Aberarder, blood trickling down the side windows and on to the white paintwork of the car. This is not what I had imagined wildlife conservation would be.

I had left school and home six months earlier, at the age of 16, to embark on a year’s voluntary work before starting an ecology course at university. I had always loved wildlife, nature and being outdoors and wanted to take a break from studying for Highers before going to university. I had written to all the major conservation organisations in Scotland at the time, the Nature Conservancy Council (NCC), the National Trust for Scotland (NTS), and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), outlining my plans and asking if I could gain some practical experience with them before embarking on four years of theoretical studies.

It was 1986. Ecology was both a relatively new concept and a novel course topic in Scotland – Edinburgh was the only university offering it. Since email had yet to be invented, I had had to wait for replies to my letters by post. The first and almost immediate response to drop through the letter box had been from the area manager for the NCC in the Central Highlands. He had immediately and enthusiastically accepted my request and had offered me accommodation, and as much experience as I wanted at the newly acquired Creag Meagaidh National Nature Reserve. I could help out in the autumn with the deer cull and habitat monitoring. Given the size of the task the NCC had embarked on, he suggested that there would be plenty to do.

I was thrilled at the prospect. Until then my conservation experience had been confined to volunteering – clearing ponds, pulling up tree seedlings on a raised bog, catching and identifying bats, putting up bird and bat boxes and learning my tree, wildflower and bird species at the weekends. While at school, I had spent most summer evenings walking with my dad in the fields, lanes, reservoirs, woods and beaches near our home in St Andrews. Throughout my childhood, most of our family holidays had been spent in the Highlands, among the hills of Angus, Assynt, Kintail and Torridon, camping, and staying in youth hostels or holiday cottages. Wherever we had holidayed, I had seen herds of red deer roaming all over the bare grass or heather-clad hills and glens. Like most people growing up in Scotland, I had assumed that this was the way it should be, always had been and only could be.

From the moment I had witnessed this, my first deer being shot, I began to realise all was not well with Scotland’s deer-covered landscapes. If it was, why would the government’s conservation body be trying to significantly reduce the numbers of this national icon on its own land? After studying ecology and wildlife management, learning how wildlife systems work – how to manage animals that cause people problems or, much more frequently, animals that have problems because of people – I went to work in conservation. And wherever I was working I was continually drawn into ‘Scotland’s deer problem’, because it is the biggest conservation challenge on the land, and most conservation issues inexorably lead to it. Yet it is a problem that many people in Scotland are only vaguely aware of, not least because to most, deer management is a remote, distant and alien activity. That in itself is linked to the way land is owned in Scotland – with a tiny number of people owning a huge proportion of the country and the fact that Scotland is one of the most urbanised countries in Europe. This means that most people have nothing to do with the way land, or deer, are managed, or know much about it, or about the deer problem. And yet it affects us all because high deer numbers strip the land of its natural woodland vegetation, reducing its biodiversity and its potential to soak up water, slow down erosion and lock up carbon.

And so there is a conflict between those who want to change the way deer are managed in Scotland and those who resist the change. Between those who want to manage deer so as to improve the habitat for nature and ultimately for deer themselves, and those who want to manage deer in order to maintain the Victorian Highland sporting estate model, where a large area of land is dedicated solely to the purpose of shooting deer for sport, as championed by Queen Victoria at Balmoral and replicated across the Highlands. This book is about this conflict and about my experience of it from the inside, from my personal journey through Scotland’s deer wars.

I don’t enjoy war or conflict. Most people don’t, but I think it is important to expose and explore the issue of deer management, to understand the nature of it and its root cause in the hope that it can be resolved or at least reduced, because conflict is corrosive, destructive and negative, and we need to do better, to be innovative, constructive and positive in the way we manage Scotland’s deer. There is a cliché that says ‘Managing wildlife is easy. It’s the people that are the problem’. In the case of the deer conflict in Scotland this is entirely true. Managing the deer is indeed the easy part. And yes, we do have to manage deer because we have eliminated all their natural predators – the lynx, the wolves and the bears that used to roam Scotland and eat them. Managing deer is the easy part because we know a lot about red deer – the species that is the focus of the deer wars in Scotland – arguably as much as we know about the ecology of any animal. Since 1953, the red deer population on the Isle of Rum has been comprehensively researched,1 and before that, a population of red deer in Letterewe was intensively studied by Frank Fraser Darling in 1937.2

Yes, we know a lot about red deer in the Highlands, and we also know that the current situation is not the deer’s fault. Red deer are an incredibly adaptable species that have not only survived but thrived in Scotland’s harsh, unnaturally bare Highland environment. They are only doing what deer do and should do: eat, reproduce, survive and thrive. No, the conflict is not with the deer themselves – it’s with the system that surrounds their management and dictates the numbers of deer we have. It’s between the vast area of Highland Scotland that is run along the lines of a Victorian Highland sporting estate, owned largely by private landowners, and deer management for public benefit that seeks much lower deer densities. Scotland’s private landowners are among the wealthiest people in the country and, some of them, in the world. Wealth buys power and political influence and creates individuals who are used to getting what they want, which in the case of Victorian Highland sporting estates is having plenty of stags to shoot. This in turn creates a population density of deer too high to sustain native woodland.

The key thing, then, is that people have different aspirations for how and why they want to manage deer, and by default what vision they have for Scotland’s land, which in turn moulds their beliefs and their choices. I genuinely think that everyone wants the best for the land, as they see it, it’s just that what they think is best is different. Having a scientific view, I see the conflict through the lens of logic and evidence, but am acutely aware that others, with different backgrounds, immersed in different land management cultures, see the debate differently. With hindsight (no pun intended), I probably would have been better off studying psychology and conflict resolution – where so much of my time and energy over the last 40 years has been spent – rather than in ecology and wildlife, which, after all, was what got me into conservation in the first place.

When you are embroiled in a conflict, it is perhaps inevitable that you end up seeing the other side as the ‘enemy’, especially when ‘they’ protest against your work, write vitriolically in the press or post tirades on social media. In reality, there is not really a unified ‘other side’; there are as many shades of opinion in deer management as there are individual deer stalkers, land managers and landowners. But, while from the outside everyone does a very similar job, there is a fault line between those aligned with the culture of the Victorian Highland sporting estate and those with a different vision for the way land should be managed. And it is across this fault line that the conflict rages.

This is what this book explores: the controversy over deer management in Scotland, why it is how it is, and why it needs to change.
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Baptism of Blood

Back to Creag Meagaidh, 1986. Gordon had picked me up from the train station at Dalwhinnie, and it was while driving into the entrance of the estate that he had spotted the hind at the edge of the woodland. Which is why the deer was now on the roof rack of the work car rather than the Land Rover, with the fresh red blood trickling down the white paintwork. After driving the animal to the deer larder, we heaved the carcase off the roof and down on to a purpose-built stainless steel frame, where we ‘dressed’ the dead deer, cutting off the head and lower legs, sawing through the sternum, removing the ‘pluck’ (the heart, lungs and attached windpipe) and sticking them on a sharp pointed hook on the wall. Then we hung the carcase by its shortened back legs onto a coat hanger-like hook and winched the hook on to a rail on the roof of the larder. As Gordon started hosing down the inside of the carcase, he outlined the basics to me.

There were far too many deer on the estate, they had no natural predators, and humans now had had to bear the responsibility of maintaining their numbers in equilibrium with the surrounding environment. It wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t pleasant, but if a deer was shot quickly and cleanly – as I had just witnessed – then the animal would have no idea what had hit it, would be dead almost instantaneously and wouldn’t suffer. By contrast, at current high deer densities, many tens, even hundreds of deer would have starved to death every winter or spring on or around Creag Meagaidh. It would have been a lingering, agonising death resulting in twisted groups of emaciated deer carcases lying beside fences that had prevented them from reaching the shelter and forage they so desperately sought.

More insidiously, though, these unnaturally high concentrations of deer were also wreaking havoc on Creag Meagaidh’s native flora. Following on from years of heavy sheep grazing, most of the native woodland was dying and retreating: wild flowers and tall herbs were confined to inaccessible ledges and some habitats like montane scrub had virtually disappeared. Over time, a wooded landscape had become a heathery landscape, and the heathery landscape was becoming a grassy one. What had been three-dimensional was slowly becoming two-dimensional, and the reduction in the structural diversity – from a complex forest to a clipped bowling green of coarse grasses – was reducing the biodiversity too. The only way to reverse this trend was to reduce the growing deer population by fencing them out, culling them, or both, Gordon explained. A third incredibly effective option, which I was later to experience at first hand, was live capture – baiting deer into a field and then shutting the gates, with the captured animal being sold live to deer farms for breeding or culled in the field.

But, Gordon informed me, some people locally didn’t like any of it. In fact, they were furious, up in arms, about the reduction cull. Surprisingly, though, these were not animal lovers or animal rights activists concerned with animal welfare. No, the people who were most opposed to the cull were those who enjoyed or made their living from killing deer themselves. The owners of some of the neighbouring ‘sporting estates’ and their stalkers were irate that ‘their’ deer were being ‘slaughtered’, that ‘traditional’ sport shooting was being damaged and jobs were being put at risk. Indeed, as far as they were concerned, a whole way of life was under threat. A vacuum was being created which would suck deer into the Creag Meagaidh killing machine, draining the surrounding estates of deer, eventually emptying the Monadhliath hills and, presumably, ultimately, all of Scotland’s red deer. Or so the story went.

Some of these neighbouring estates such as Ardverikie – later represented as the fictional Glenbogle in the aptly titled Monarch of the Glen TV series – were the very epitome of a ‘traditional’ Highland sporting estate with all its trappings. This creation, repeated throughout the Highlands, saw gentlemen sportsmen and their guests taking up residence in their shooting lodges complete with an entourage of domestic servants (à la Downton Abbey) after the House of Lords rose for its summer recess. They whiled away their days killing grouse, salmon and stags with their trusty stalkers (gamekeepers) and ghillies, turned out in full tweed plus fours, waistcoats and caps, constantly at their beck and call. While the laird, his guests or his paying clients resided in the big house for a couple of months a year, the stalkers and ghillies lived in ‘tied’ houses belonging to the estate, rent free as part of their employment – and were therefore beholden to their employer for the roof over their head as well as the money in their pocket, a significant chunk of which came from tips following a successful day’s stalking. It was a Victorian time warp, indulged in and enjoyed by wealthy and powerfully connected – politically and royally – landowners.

By contrast, the stalkers on Creag Meagaidh wore hillwalking or army surplus gear, shot deer all year when they could, and were less worried about whether a stag had a particular set of antlers than whether it was causing damage to the seedlings trying to become woodlands. Their focus was on getting deer numbers down, and that could mean culling five, ten or even 15 deer in a day. Their salaries (no tips) and pensions were independent of whether they could find a specific type of stag on a given day. Instead, they were directed by habitat monitoring and by the evidence of their own eyes. All around them they could see the hammered tree seedlings 10, 20 years old, with stems five or six centimetres thick but only reaching the height of the surrounding clipped grass and heather. And the owner of Creag Meagaidh was not to be found in his estate ‘down south’, or on the benches of the House of Lords or listed in The Peerage. No, the owner of Creag Meagaidh was the government acting on behalf of the electorate.

This was therefore more than just a challenge to ‘traditional’ deer management. The ‘establishment’, in the form of the feudal Victorian system of deer management, was under direct assault by the state in the name of the people. The inherited rights of the landed gentry, their powerful allies and their gamekeepers, to manage the nation’s deer as they and they alone saw fit, was, for the very first time, coming under direct threat. This genuinely was a bloody revolution (albeit the blood being spilled was that of the deer culled). Or at least a fledgling green revolution. But it was going to prove to be a long and tortuous war. The landed gentry and their employees were not going to take this lying down. They would resist at every turn, using all of the considerable means at their disposal.

In truth, this was not even the real start of the green revolution. With the hindsight of history, its origins can be traced back 35 years earlier to the creation of Britain’s very first National Nature Reserve, Beinn Eighe, in Wester Ross. The creation of this reserve was in effect the birth of nature conservation in Britain and, like any significant national birth at the time, it was announced to the world via a notice in The Times on 24 November 1951.

This, in turn, came seven months after the UK had declared its first national park, the Peak District, followed swiftly by the Lake District, Snowdonia and Dartmoor National Parks. The significance of the Beinn Eighe National Nature Reserve declaration announcement was that, for the first time in Britain, the importance of nature alone, as opposed to the National Parks’ focus on ‘preserving and enhancing natural beauty and providing recreational opportunities for the public’, was being formally recognised and protected. It will come as no surprise to learn that the main feature being protected by this new designation at Beinn Eighe was a remnant of the ancient Caledonian pine woodland, and its main threat was overgrazing by red deer.

The NCC area manager himself had been hugely instrumental in the management of Beinn Eighe and had tried and tested a range of deer management and woodland regeneration approaches over nearly 20 years. His experience at this nature reserve and later at Inshriach in Speyside convinced him that in the long run, by far the most effective, efficient and natural way to achieve regeneration was to reduce deer numbers. Yes, fences could help, but in every case they merely treated the symptoms and not the cause of the problem – too many deer. The best way to achieve large-scale, nature-driven ecological restoration was to bring down the population of deer across the whole estate. There were a few other conservation estates, like the National Trust for Scotland at Kintail, that had been gently trying to reduce deer numbers in the interim years. Their ‘traditional’ deer management neighbours had grumbled, but until now the mutterings and mumblings had been relatively low key. But at Creag Meagaidh, the stakes had been raised a notch by the fact that this land had been a high-profile and controversial acquisition by the government, and therefore, the change in approach to deer management represented a more public attack on tradition.

Of course traditions don’t stand still. ‘Traditional deer management’ has evolved. The advance of technology has made life easier for the modern deer stalker. The old muzzle (front) loading rifles have morphed into highly sophisticated bolt action breech-loading rifles equipped with sound moderators that reduce the noise, that scares off other deer, and also seriously damages stalkers’ hearing with repeated exposure. Ponies have been largely replaced by Land Rovers and black dual cab pickups, and in turn by all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) – Argocats, quad bikes and now Can-Ams. Access to ‘deer forests’ (defined as large areas of hill ground for hunting deer – ironically largely absent of and denuded of trees) on foot or by pony paths have been supplemented by bulldozed hill roads. Spying telescopes have been upgraded by telescopic sights on rifles and drones – both further enhanced with thermal capacities – to pick out animals at night or in dense vegetation. Draughty Gothic and baronial stone lodges have been upgraded to luxurious modern mansions with hot tubs and swimming pools, Wi-Fi connections and helipads. Some things, however, never change. The bare, deer-covered hills still dominate our upland landscapes, while the deer stalker clad in plus-four tweeds remains dedicated to keeping deer numbers high to make it easier for the owner or stalking guests to shoot deer during the ‘season’ (traditional deer stalking focuses on the time stags are rutting in September and October).

Ironically, Creag Meagaidh had been bought to protect it from trees and not from deer. The estate had been purchased in 1983 by the commercial timber company Fountain Forestry with the intention of planting it with non-native commercial Sitka spruce trees. At the time, Fountain Forestry were buying land for planting thousands of hectares of commercial conifers a year. Creag Meagaidh was just the latest acquisition. But this one had led to an outcry because it was one of the last unplanted slopes in Glen Spean, and planting would threaten access to the hills as well as the unique range of wildlife that existed from the shores of Loch Laggan to the summit of Creag Meagaidh itself. It had also just been re-notified as a Site of Special Scientific Interest. Hill walkers and conservationists united in their opposition, with David Bellamy – the well-known TV presenter, conservationist and campaigner – threatening to lie in front of the bulldozers if the planting plan was allowed to be implemented. The proposal was referred to the then Secretary of State for Scotland, George Younger, who restricted the planting to half the area proposed by Fountain Forestry, at which point the company refused to enter into a management agreement with the Nature Conservancy Council, and instead agreed to sell them all of the land.

And so the Nature Conservancy Council, on behalf of the government, had bought the estate, presenting an opportunity not only to protect the land from the march of exotic conifer plantations, but also to enhance and restore long degraded habitats back to their former glory. Here was the potential to demonstrate what Scotland’s uplands could and should be. The dying remnants of gnarled and twisted woodlands, the bonsai rowans and willows, the bare Molinia grass-dominated hills and bleak corries, were testament to man’s abuse of the land for centuries through chopping down the woodland, burning the heather and grazing the hills with sheep and deer. The latest manifestation – hordes (or herds) of red deer – were steadily munching through any last attempts by the ailing woodland to regenerate itself. In a letter to the Scotsman on 25 March 1985, Roger Smith of the Scottish Wild Land Group wrote: ‘Let us leave the NCC to manage Creag Meagaidh as a nature reserve and show thereby that conservation can be a positive use of our magnificent wild land.’

This is exactly what the NCC were trying to do. Hence the cull and my stark introduction to the world of practical conservation in Highland Scotland. Any cuddly notions of ‘saving species’ or ‘protecting wildlife’ were rapidly dispelled; Scotland’s environment was well past that stage. It wasn’t just about saving the shipwrecked survivors, the biodiversity remnants left after the holocaust of destruction of centuries of overgrazing, over-burning and woodland and animal carcase extraction. It was worse than that – Scottish conservation was about trying to repair the very fabric, the last vestiges of the shrinking shreds of native woodland. The all too ubiquitous ‘Monarch of the Glen’ was steadily and insidiously chomping its way through the final wisps of our ancient native woodlands. All over Scotland, these remaining woodlands, even those most protected – designated Sites of Special Scientific Interest – were in a desperate struggle for survival. Creag Meagaidh was one of a handful of sites where people were fighting back in a last-ditch attempt to turn these ultimate hard-bitten seedlings into shoots of recovery.

The Creag Meagaidh staff were the front-line troops in this battle, a determined and dedicated team of wardens and estate workers being employed and deployed by NCC to try to stem the tide of deer sweeping over the woodland remnants. The job names marked a break from tradition too. On a typical Highland sporting estate, gamekeepers, stalkers and ghillies were the job titles more commonly used. The NCC employees also stalked and shot deer, dragged and lardered carcases (probably more so than most stalkers and ghillies) in exactly the same way, but they also carried out habitat monitoring, black grouse surveys and guided walks. They welcomed visitors at the car park, installed and maintained interpretation boards and chatted to hill walkers as they passed the office at Aberarder on the way up the Coire Ardair footpath, which was also repaired and maintained by them. This was in stark contrast to the way most stalkers on traditional estates viewed the hill-walking public at the time. Often the hill walker or Munroist was faced with off-putting locked gates, fences and signs declaring the use of high-velocity rifles or information about deer management activities taking place in the stalking ‘season’ – half the year, from September to February – when, it was made clear, their presence on the hill was less than welcome. As a hill walker at that time, I remember the dread and sinking feeling on seeing or hearing a Land Rover approach when walking to or from a mountain on an estate road. At best you would face a glowering look and at worst an interrogation from an intimidating tweed-clad gamekeeper, looking down on you from their Land Rover seat, demanding to know where you were going. Either way you were made to feel unwelcome, your presence unwanted.

But back to the deer. Over the next few months, the scale of the task, to reverse decades, if not centuries, of increasing deer numbers, began to reveal itself. Every day the stalkers set out on foot in ones or twos in search of deer. Ewan and I would be kept up to date of progress via the base station radio, located by the warm Aga stove in Aberarder, waiting to receive a radio message to say a deer or several had been shot and were needing collecting. This was the trigger for us to ‘scramble’ – to jump into the Land Rover and the trailer on which sat the latest in all-terrain vehicle (ATV) technology at the time: the Veepee Glenalmond, which resembled a tractor cab on tank caterpillar tracks and seemed to weigh about the same. We would take the A86 to the nearest access point, park up in a lay-by, drag the metal ladder ramps off the back of the towing trailer, drive the Veepee down off the trailer onto the ground and then start laboriously puttering our way around peat hags and rocks to get as close to the dead deer as possible, which often, given the steep and rugged terrain, wasn’t that close. Then we would set off on foot and search for the carcase based on the crackled instructions given over the radio.

Eventually, through a combination of knowledge of the local landmarks, vivid description from the stalker, hard spying through binoculars and luck, the brown carcase would be spotted against the similarly coloured grass and heather, or, more easily, against the white snow. Once found, the dead deer would have one end of a rope tied round its neck while the other end was pulled over our shoulders and the brutal process of ‘dragging’ would begin. It’s not a cliché that a dead body seems to weigh more than a live one – even one with its large stomach removed – and despite trying to pick as smooth and downhill a route as possible to the waiting Veepee, the deer carcase not only felt literally like a dead weight but would get stuck behind every slight undulation, tussock or boulder. It sank into every soft patch of sphagnum moss, rolled off to the side of any deer path we followed and seemed to be digging its dead hooves in at every opportunity. Deer dragging is one of the activities for which the term back-breaking work was coined.

Once the Veepee was finally reached and the deer hoisted into the back – by the two of us swinging the carcase, one on the front legs and one on the back legs – that was not quite the end of the story. Usually, by now light was fading, particularly if we had collected multiple carcases. Returning to the road and the waiting Land Rover and trailer was not as easy as picking the way slowly up. The downward momentum with the added weight of dead deer, combined with snow obliterating any previous tracks and fading light, made for a nervous and tediously slow return which frequently turned into an epic. On one occasion we proved that the Veepee didn’t float when it sank with half a dozen hinds on board in an ice and snow-covered peaty pool. We spent hours in the freezing water, first unloading the cargo and then trying to jack and then self-winch the all-terrain vehicle out of the depths. We eventually returned to the warmth of the Aberarder Aga stove just after midnight, soaking wet and teeth chattering, but with all cargo safely accounted for and hanging in the larder.

On other occasions there was simply no ATV access, and we would have to drag deer seemingly endlessly over rough terrain. The impact of this relentless culling pressure on the deer, the ground and the staff was hard. The deer were getting flightier and more difficult to stalk as time went on, the soft peaty ground was easily torn and damaged by the tracks of the ATV, and the stalkers’ backs, knees and hips were feeling the strain. A different approach was needed. Instead of stalkers going after the deer, why not let the deer come to the stalkers?

At night, during the darkness the deer would descend en masse to the low ground, particularly when the weather was bad, or in spring, when the first green grass appearing in the previously improved fields around the farmhouse was just too tempting. In the middle of the night, up to 200 deer could be low down in the fields. Was there some way to catch this number of them here at night rather than chasing them individually or in small groups around the hills in daylight?

The answer was yes, and the solution was live capture pens. Essentially the entire field was turned into a deer trap. First, the perimeter was deer fenced, leaving a big double gate entrance facing the hill. Then a series of fences was constructed inside the field creating a funnel whereby captured deer could
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