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Worlds Apart? The Scottish Forestry Tradition  

and the Development of  Forestry in India
1

Jan Oosthoek

It has been suggested that from the late eighteenth century Scottish botanists 

and scientists helped to transmit climatic, botanical and forestry ideas to 

India.
2
 Many of  these botanists were in the colonial service and had observed 

on tropical forests. They believed that there was a direct relationship between 

deforestation, climatic change and environmental degradation.
3
 Alarmed by 

these real or perceived environmental problems, the colonial government of  

British India established the Indian Forest Department in 1864. As there was 

in India sought out German foresters, many of  whom had been formally 

trained in Prussia or other German states, to occupy senior positions in the 

new organisation. 

from the ranks of  botanists and surgeons, some of  whom were new arrivals in 

of  these men had been trained in medicine or botany at Scottish universities, 

with a methodological approach derived from their medical backgrounds. 

Understanding how these Scots botanists worked alongside foresters trained 
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on drafts of  this paper.
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on the continent to initiate and shape forest conservation in India is crucial if  

we are to understand the development of  forestry services not only in India, 

contributions made by Scottish-trained botanists and foresters.

I  The Continental Forestry Tradition

to organise along the same lines as forestry departments in Germany, they 

General of  Forests to the Government of  India. Brandis, in turn, recruited 

Indian Forest Service. Among the appointees were William Schlich and 

4
 These 

because of  ‘the thorough professional training which [they] had received in 

leading to the creation of  a forestry system in British India which was in the 

6

As an economic system, modern forestry emerged in eighteenth-century 

 4
 Schlich studied forestry at the University of  Giessen in Germany. After graduating 

Oxford Dictionary of  National 
Biography, 

The Journal of  Imperial and Commonwealth History, 

 Transactions of  the Royal Scottish 
Arboricultural Society
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Prussia. It consolidated earlier practices of  traditional woodland management 

nineteenth century, German forestry had developed into a systematic science 

of  measuring, predicting and controlling the growth of  forests and the 

production of  wood mass in order to secure resources for the future and 

 (Nachhaltigkeit

models of  tree growth and the creation of  single-species, even-aged forest 

plantations.

French forestry tradition. Forestry in France was centralised by the government 

creation of  the Ecole nationale forestière
This school educated a cohort of  professional foresters, among them Ditrich 

Brandis, who were trained in a forestry tradition that was a cross between 

French and German forest management traditions.
8

service in India.

by German forestry practice, left room for traditional forms of  forest 

management. Due to economic and political pressures, French forestry 

of  forests and traditional user rights. At the same time, even-aged forest 

who had been trained at the French forestry schools.
10

 Modernizing Nature

The Forest and Man
 8

 Modernizing Nature
 Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the Granary of  Rome: Environmental History and French Colonial 

Expansion in North Africa
10

 Empire 
Forestry and the Origins of  Environmentalism
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II The Scottish Forestry Tradition

Scotland had been at the centre of  forestry in Britain since at least the 

the independent, privately-owned estate, in Scotland the opposite happened 

new modes of  forestry, without any form of  centralised state intervention. 

From the early 1600s, tree planting on Scottish estates increased steadily, 

11
 The availability 

12

Scottish landowners were interested in using the forest resources on their 

ideal of  aesthetically improving their estates and of  securing a sustainable 

yield to support future generations. This latter aspect shared similarities 

with the German ideal of  Nachhaltigkeit.13
 The difference with the German 

mode of  thinking was that the Scottish ideal combined both aesthetic and 

14
 

Furthermore, the traditional woodland management system of  coppicing 

was maintained in tandem with the new forestry plantations, catering to 

the needs of  a wide range of  traditional users, while preserving game and 

aesthetic values.  

John Murray, the fourth duke of  Atholl, who was nicknamed ‘Planter 

16
 The efforts of  the 

fourth duke and other plantation schemes in Scotland during the eighteenth 

11
 

People and Woods in Scotland: A History 

12
  Modernizing Nature, 111.

13
 Ibid., 41.

14
 Multiple-use forestry became fashionable among forestry services in the western world 

of  visitors to the forests. This type of  forestry aimed at combining recreational use 

and nature conservation with wood production.

  Modernizing Nature, 110.

16
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conifer trees ab initio, as opposed to the conversion of  natural forests or 

 The most notable of  these 

forest plantations emerged in Argyll, in Perthshire and on the Moray coast in 

and by the last quarter of  the eighteenth century smaller landowners had 

begun to imitate their grander neighbours. The emergence of  forestry 

plantations as a core aspect of  Scottish estate management was associated 

with patriotism and good taste, as well as with making better and more 

was regarded as a respectable and progressive activity, and a shared vision 

of  what constituted appropriate forest management was widely accepted 

throughout Scotland.
18

Much of  the knowledge acquired on the Scottish estates from these early 

through botany and other courses at the university. Particularly important 

in the spread of  modern forest management practice was the creation 

the Knowledge of  Agriculture in Scotland was established by a group of  

land, including forestry.  

-

other Scottish seed collectors continued to introduce new species such as the 

lodgepole pine, western hemlock and western red cedar. Scottish landowners, 

 

18
 

Forest History: International 
Studies on Socioeconomic and Forest Ecosystem Change

 

of  Atholl and the earl of  Breadalbane.
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enthusiastically embraced these trees.
20

 This formed an effective breeding 

through the publications of  learned societies and other outlets.
21

A book written by James Brown, a professional forester on the Arniston 

The Forester 
provided practical advice on how to create and manage a forest in the Scottish 

work that marked the rise in status of  estate foresters in Scotland.
22

 James 

were determined to ‘place Scottish forestry on a sounder basis as an important 

23
 The formation of  the new society signalled the 

emergence of  a body of  professional estate foresters in Scotland, from which 

ultimately populated its middle and higher echelons. These men brought with 

which combined aesthetic planting and game management with commercial 

timber production. 

III  Fusion of  Traditions

Before the creation of  the Indian Forest Department, forestry regulation 

and legislation in India had been implemented in an ad hoc and piecemeal 

production and trade of  timber around the turn of  the nineteenth century. 

This left the British with little choice but to rely on the local timber market 

to meet their needs and by the late 1820s any attempt to regulate the 

trade had been abandoned. It was this private trade which led to the over 

20
 

21
 Mark Louden Anderson, A History of  Scottish Forestry

22
 

23
 Anderson, A History of  Scottish Forestry, II, 120, 314.  The quotation is from Malcolm 

Transactions of  the Royal Scottish Aboricultural Society
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be negative environmental impacts such as soil erosion, climate change and 

water shortages.
24

later the committee presented its report, which was based on the testimonies 

of  forest administrators in India who were worried about the potential long-

term environmental effects of  deforestation caused by indiscriminate logging. 

The committee advised the colonial authorities in British India to introduce 

tighter controls over the forests, but stopped short of  proposing the creation 

of  a central forestry authority.

Governor-General of  India, issued a memorandum of  the Government of  

Superintendent of  Forests in Burma, and formed the basis for the Forest Act 

26
  

and France. This tradition was reductionist in nature and did not take account 

of  varying environmental and social conditions, leading continental foresters 

to believe that a direct transfer of  forestry practice from the temperate zone 

to tropical forests would not be too problematic. It soon became apparent, 

conditions to be found in India required the development of  new forest 

management regimes.

was to assist in their development. 

24
 Environment and 

History
 

Report of  the Twenty-First Meeting of  the British 
Association for the Advancement of  Science

26
 Barton, Empire Forestry
 

Transactions of  the 
Royal Scottish Arboricultural Society
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During the nineteenth century Scotland lacked the capacity to absorb its well-

positions as engineers and doctors is well known, but their importance as 

28
 In the preface to the Indian section of  the 

George Birdwood, a senior administrator in India, gave Scottish botanists the 

were Scottish-trained surgeons and botanists who had been recruited from 

other parts of  the colonial service.
30

 During their education in Scotland they 

medicine with knowledge about botany, climate and geology. This led them 

botanist, having originally been appointed to the Indian Medical Service.
31

 

with estate forestry practices in Scotland. The Indian colonial authorities, like 

estate forestry in Scotland by recruiting foresters who had been trained on 

Scottish estates.
32

28
 

Osiris, 2nd

 The Scotsman
30

 

Journal of  Southern 
African Studies

31
 

Environment and 
History

32
 Australia and New Zealand Forest 

Histories: Short Overviews
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instruction being concentrated in France.
33

 In addition, forestry recruits were 

also required to train for several weeks under the supervision of  an approved 

forester on a Scottish estate before they were sent out to India.
34

 It must be 

and that this lessened the dominance of  Scotsmen in the Forest Service.  

in Scotland ensured that the ideas and principles of  continental forestry were 

The blending together of  continental and Scottish forestry management 

regimes, as well as adaptation to Indian environmental conditions, led to the 

forests was also undertaken in order to counter negative environmental effects 

forestry knowledge had to be applied to ‘entirely new conditions of  climate, 

36
 The limited numbers 

of  commercially useful trees in Indian forests was a particular concern, with 

teak trees, for instance, making up only about 10 per cent of  the so-called 

while ‘eliminating the less valuable and those interfering with the growth 

 The variety and density of  Indian forests, as well as their 

38
 

The creation of  forestry plantations was therefore less important than in 

33
 Transactions of  the Royal Scottish Arboricultural 

Society
never worked on Scottish estates, nor were they sent to forestry schools. Only new 

recruits after the establishment of  the Forest Service followed this route.

34
 The Scotsman, 

 

The English Historical Review
36

 The Scotsman
 The Forests of  India

38
 Forestry in British India
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management practices in order to encourage these newly-introduced trees to 

in the varied environments of  the Indian subcontinent, ranging from tropical 

The success of  the fusion of  continental forestry and Scottish practice 

The Scotsman that 

40
 The decentralised model of  Scottish estate forestry was to 

provincial forestry districts which were essentially run as large estates.
41

 It was 

were continually and creatively adapted to the varied political, economic and 

ecological circumstances of  different locales in India.
42

 Thus, while India 

differed from Scotland and the rest of  the United Kingdom in having a central 

43
, this did not prevent the development of  local forest 

management practices because the policy provided general guidelines rather 

than prescribing how individual forests or districts were to be managed. 

 Transactions of  the Scottish 
Arboricultural Society

Environment and History
40

 The Scotsman
41

 

The 
Work of  the Forest Department in India

42
 On the development of  hybrid forestry models in the colonial empires of  Asia, 

Environment and History,

43
 

creation of  a central forestry service.

#1.4_Oosthoek.indd      78 15/02/2010      13:33:25



The Scottish Forestry Tradition and the Development of  Forestry in India

ollowing their service in India, many of  the botanists and foresters who 

created these hybrid forestry practices returned to Scotland. Sharing the desire 

of  other Scottish foresters, as well as Scottish landowners, to make better 

growing calls for universities to establish lectureships and forestry courses for 

to increase the revenue from estates in Scotland. The Scottish Arboricultural 

about forestry practice, policy and education on the Indian subcontinent. 

Dun. In their talks, these individuals championed the creation of  forestry 

service for Britain.
44

 The return to Scotland of  lesser-known foresters who 

had served in India likewise contributed to the dissemination of  the new ideas 

Department of  Agriculture for Ireland, described this process in his book The 
Development of  British Forestry:

Forest Service, a small stream of  continental trained youths has been 

going out to India, and an equally small stream of  retired Indian 

foresters, on furlough or pension, has been returning from it. Whatever 

Indian ideas may have been, there is little doubt that fresh ideas were 

instilled into British foresters and proprietors, and a wider knowledge 

of  forestry as an industry instead of  a hobby resulted.

The calls for formal forestry education in Scotland were successful and by the 

late nineteenth century a forestry degree had been established at the University 

44
 

Transactions of  the Royal Scottish Arboricultural Society, 
Transactions of  the Royal Scottish 

Arboricultural Society

 The Development of  British Forestry
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of  woods, forest utilisation and forest policy, silviculture, pathology and 

zoology.
46

responsibility for educating forest workers below university level throughout 

the United Kingdom.  

Although the continental and Indian models of  a central forestry service 

had been around for a long time, the government in London had previously 

deemed it unnecessary to establish such a service in Britain because it was 

believed that the country could rely on a safe timber supply from Scandinavia, 

the organisation and many of  the practices of  the Indian Forest Department 

matching trees to local physical conditions as practiced in India. This was 

due to pressure to create a standing timber reserve and, as a result, large 

regarded trees as a crop that could be grown as a monoculture, like wheat.
 
The 

to assess the true nature of  the forestry re-imported to Scotland from India. 

We can perhaps conclude that the policies and organisation were copied from 

India, but that different practices were required to meet the unique political 

and strategic demands of  post-World War I Britain.
48

46
  Forestry and Natural Resources in the University of  Edinburgh: A History 

 Scottish Forestry, 8 

48
 For a full discussion of  this, see Jan Oosthoek, An Environmental History of  State Forestry 

in Scotland
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V  Summary and Conclusions

that the Indian Forest Service employed German foresters and sent forest 

and German forestry traditions were blended and transformed under local 

environmental, political and economic pressures. In addition, a third strand 

of  forestry practice contributed to the evolution of  colonial forestry in India: 

at least the seventeenth century.  The adaptation of  all three traditions to the 

diverse environments of  the sub-continent ultimately led to the creation of  a 

Scotland played a founding role in modern forestry because of  the 

created a decentralised and adaptive forestry tradition in Scotland.  

as well as at the Scottish universities. In addition, British recruits for the Indian 

Forest Service were trained both on the continent and on Scottish estates 

tradition worked as a catalyst to stimulate the adaptation of  more rigid 

In India, colonial forestry practices were being made and remade in multiple 

and ecological circumstances.

of  the forestry model that was re-imported to Scotland by retired foresters in 

and a central forest authority to carry it out was strongly advocated by the 

returning foresters. This met with the desire of  Scottish landowners to make 

  Modernizing Nature
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It also formed the basis for the forestry education system that emerged in 

years of  the twentieth century.

in Scotland had come full circle and this formed the foundation on which the 

University of  Edinburgh
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