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over five centuries of botany, and 
whilst electron microscopes and DNA 
barcoding are now our contemporary 
analytical tools, the methods of 
collecting and preserving specimens 
have changed little over the years. 

As we celebrate 50 years of our 
Herbarium and Library’s purpose-built 
home, it is worth reflecting on the 
millions of miles travelled to collect 
specimens, often in remote and 
inaccessible parts of the world, and the 
millions of hours spent by those who 
preserved, mounted and cared for this 
astonishing range of material. Some 
fascinating specimens are featured in 
our beautifully illustrated new book 
Botanical Treasures: Objects from  

the Herbarium and Library of the  

Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, 
available from the Botanics shops. 

Simon Milne MBE, Regius Keeper
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Ten years ago RBGE joined the 
African Plants Initiative, a project 
funded by the Andrew W Mellon 

Foundation which aimed to digitise all the 
African type specimens in the Herbarium. 
A type specimen, along with the original 
description, defines the name of a species 
and becomes the permanent reference for 
that name. It is usually the specimen that 
the author was looking at when describing 
the species, and is therefore critical for 
taxonomic research. In digitising these 
specimens the aim was to open up a 
massive resource to researchers around 
the world, particularly in African countries 
where botanists often find it difficult to 
access specimens held in European and 
North American herbaria. The project 
also aimed to build digitisation capacity 
in African herbaria, increasing awareness 
and access to the important collections 
held there. The success of the project 
saw it expand into Latin America before 
becoming the Global Plants Initiative.

Through this period, a team of 
temporary staff at RBGE succeeded in 
digitising all the type specimens which we 
are currently aware of in our Herbarium –
a total of over 50,000. To the task of 
capturing the collection information on 
these specimens was added the need to 
check the type status of the specimens –
a job requiring knowledge of taxonomy 
and nomenclature. In those ten years, 
nearly thirty people have passed through 
the digitisation team and many have 
since moved on to start PhD studies 

A digital
future

of the information that specimens hold 
about the history of travel and exploration 
as the itineraries of missionaries, soldiers, 
explorers, doctors, seed collectors and 
scientists can be traced through the 
collections they sent back. 

The use of 
specimens to tell us 
where species are 
currently distributed 
has provided us 
with Floras and 
checklists for 
most parts of the 
world. However, 

scientists are now finding that they 
can use historical and current specimen 
distribution data along with ecological 
and climate data not only to predict areas 
where a species may be growing and not 
yet observed, but also to indicate how 
the distribution may be expected to alter 
given future changes in climate. Another 
new use for herbarium specimens is in the 
area of phenology, the study of the timing 
of events such as bud break, flowering 
and fruiting in plants and fungi. Studies 
are showing that herbarium specimens 
collected in flower or fruit which have 
date and locality information attached to 
them can provide hundreds of years of 
data. When analysed with climate data 
shifts in temperature in spring or autumn 
can be seen to have a significant impact 
on the date of flowering. The importance 
of these changes becomes clearer when 
the plants are viewed in context with their 
surrounding ecology. Then, for example, 
we start to see the possibility of flowers 
being produced before the insects are 
available to pollinate them.

Deputy Herbarium Curator Elspeth Haston details the work involved 
in digitising the collection.

more rapidly without sacrificing the  
high quality.

Funding from the Scottish Government 
enabled us to buy high resolution cameras. 
The 56 megapixel resolution gives quality 
equivalent to the scanned images of 
the Global Plants 
Initiative but allows 
us to photograph 
specimens up to 
four times faster 
than scanning. 
We also needed 
to increase the 
speed of capturing 
the information on the specimens. We 
realised that we could not try to capture 
all the information at this stage but 
instead would have to rely on the image 
to provide the additional information not 
in the database. By reducing the amount 
of information entered, we were able to 
create specimen records in the database 
up to ten times faster.

For hundreds of years, the main use 
of specimens in the Herbarium has been 
in fundamental taxonomic research: to 
discover, name and classify plant species 
around the world. This work is still as 
important as ever. Whilst so much more 
is now known about global biodiversity, 
thanks largely to herbarium collections 
around the world, an estimated 10–20 
per cent of flowering plants species 
are still to be discovered. Interestingly, 
it is believed that many of the species 
still to be described have already been 
collected and are sitting in herbarium 
cabinets around the world waiting for 
the taxonomic expertise required to 
discover and name them. As we digitise 
the specimens and make them available 
online, we also open up the unidentified 
material, hopefully speeding up the 
discovery process.

With the digitisation of specimens and 
their availability online, we have also seen 
specimen data being used in an increasing 
number of fields of research. Historians 
and social scientists are becoming aware 

or permanent jobs at other botanical 
institutes having gained strong skills 
in nomenclature, knowledge which is 
becoming increasingly rare in botany.

The Global Plants Initiative set the 
standards for digitising herbarium 
specimens in both image quality and 
information recorded. The specimens 
were scanned at a high enough resolution 
for researchers to be able to zoom in 

to see details as if they were using a 
hand lens, the basic tool of a botanist, 
and all the information on the specimen 
labels was entered into a database.  
The scanning and data entry were time-
consuming – we calculated that it would 
take about 120 years to digitise all three 
million specimens in our Herbarium in 
this way – so in 2007 we started to 
develop new ways of digitising specimens 

We have seen 
specimen data 
being used in an 
increasing number 
of fields of research.

Above: Jaime Aguilar and Zoë Goodwin photographing 
herbarium specimens.
Right: Some of the 4,000 cabinets in the Herbarium.

Above: Herbarium specimens in one of the 
cabinets, showing the distinctive red-edged folder 
of a type specimen.
Right: Some of our digitisers. Standing: Lorna Glancy, 
Kristin Van Gestel, Cathy King, Nicky Sharp;  
seated: Lucy Head, Alan Elliott.

Herbarium specimens are also providing 
information on other changes occurring 
through time including the changing 
levels of CO2 in the atmosphere and the 
presence of various minerals in the soils. 
Researchers are also starting to look at 
herbarium specimens to track invasive 
species which may be the specimens 
themselves or the various organisms 
which had made their home on or inside 
the main specimen when it was collected. 

This increased use of herbarium 
specimens is reflected in the large number 
of people accessing the specimens on our 
website. Download figures make it clear 
that our efforts for the last ten years are 
amply justified and are being appreciated 
by researchers around the world. This 
year marks the end of the Global Plants 
Initiative funding for digitisation. However, 
the collaboration between the hundreds of 
botanical institutes involved in the project 
will carry on into the future and RBGE will 
carry on in its aim to digitise the entire 
Herbarium, and by so doing open up access 
to every specimen within the cabinets.
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Changes at
Benmore

Historically, the beautifully intricate 
Golden Gates formed the main entrance 
to Benmore House from Glen Massan. 
James Duncan, who owned the 
Benmore estate from 1870 to 1889, 
commissioned a Berlin firm to make  
the gates in the early 1870s and they 
were later exhibited at the1878 Paris 
Universal Exhibition. Over the years the 
Grade A listed gates have had various 
paint treatments to protect them from 
the weather; these unfortunately led  
to a loss of detail and colours which 
could no longer be described as golden. 
We eventually took the decision to 
remove the gates and protect them 
indoors until funds were available to 
restore them in a manner which would 
protect them from the elements.

Happily the project was realised, 
and so the gates and lanterns were 
refurbished by G. H. Currie, Blacksmiths 
of Sandbank and gilded by John Nevin 
of Mackay Decorators. Significant 
landscaping of the area was undertaken 
before the gates were hung back in place. 
We decided to realign the fence to meet 
the solid marble pillars, designing and 
making six heavy sections of railing to 
complement the gates, which means  
that they once again form the boundary 
to the Garden. 

Much of the landscaping work was 
programmed to take place over the winter 
but because of the persistent rain over the 
period from December 2013 to March 
2014 (with total rainfall of 1,663 mm, 
or 65.4 inches) the work had to be 
postponed. The ground was decompacted, 

Benmore Botanic Garden Curator Peter Baxter updates us on the 
work which has been taking place at the Garden.

drains were added and topsoil was laid 
before the landscaping work began. 
New plantings of giant redwood 
(Sequoiadendron giganteum), star 
magnolia (Magnolia stellata), Stewartia 

serrata, S. pseudocamellia, Korean 
whitebeam (Sorbus alnifolia) and Virginia 
creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia)  
will reinvigorate the area.

Consultancy was carried out by 
Jane Kelly and Historic Scotland. The 
restoration costs were met by RBGE with 
gilding made possible by funds from the 
Younger (Benmore) Trust, the Rowan 
Legacy and donations. The gilded gates 
and the associated landscaping form 
an important attraction in the southern 
part of the Garden, complementing 
the refurbished Fernery, the Bhutanese 
Chortens and the Pavilion.

The Chilean Viewpoint Refuge, newly 
built in the Monkey Puzzle Forest of the 
Chilean Rainforest Project, was inspired by 
the 17th- and 18th-century churches of 
Chiloé Island, off the coast of Chile. These 
churches represent a unique example in 
Latin America of an outstanding form of 
wooden ecclesiastical architecture and 
have had UNESCO status since 2000. 
Guy Elder of Yorik designed the solid 
oak structure and also carried out the 
carving and erected it. Timbers from 
Northumberland were acquired in January 
and these were carved and worked on 
from mid-February at Elder’s workshop. 
The foundations for the structure started 
to be placed from mid-May and the 
structure was erected in June. The two 
dominant carved pillars at the front of the 
building depict the leaf shape of Chilean 
cedar, Austrocedrus chilensis. Part of the 
lower interior of the building is made of 
woven willow, and the roof and parts 
of the sides and rear have Western red 
cedar, Thuja plicata shingles.

Situated in the upper reaches of the 
project, amongst over 130 monkey 
puzzles, Araucaria araucana, which 
were planted from 1996, the building 
helps highlight the Chilean rainforest 
collection at Benmore and gives a 
background to the important scientific 
work RBGE has carried out in Chile.  
The structure also provides magnificent 
views of the mountains to the south of 
the Garden. Generous financial support 
from the Rowan Legacy and the Younger 
Benmore Trust made the building of the 
Viewpoint Refuge possible.

Below: Benmore staff adding topsoil after drains have been placed in the area around the gates.

Below: One of the many drains recently placed  
to help displace the annual rainfall of often over  
2,500 mm.

Above: Applying gold leaf to a section of the  
Grade A listed Golden Gates.

Two exciting projects have changed the 
landscape at Benmore over the summer. 
Delays due to the wintry weather early in 

the year meant that work did not finish until later 
than originally planned, but now the completion 

of the brand new Chilean Viewpoint Refuge 
and the restoration of the historic Golden 
Gates mean that both old and new have 
created areas of interest in the Garden. 
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Main and inset: The Chilean 
Viewpoint Refuge under 
construction at Benmore.
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Above: A high stool from the Y range by Angus Ross.  Above: Tiger sidetable by Duke Christie.

Grown in Scotland, 
made in Scotland 
and shown at RBGE
Head of Exhibitions and Events Ian Edwards shares   
his appreciation for the work of Scottish furniture makers. RBGE is delighted to be playing 

host in October to a new 
exhibition of handcrafted 

furniture, made in Scotland by leading 
craftsmen and women, which will 
showcase both the skills of Scottish 
makers and the rare beauty of Scottish 
timbers. Brought together by the Scottish 
Furniture Makers Association (SFMA), this 
exhibition offers the public a chance to 
see the diversity of styles and materials 
that can result in elegant, ingenious 
and practical pieces of Scottish-made 
furniture, in demand all around the world. 

This is the SFMA’s 13th annual 
exhibition, and is part of a continuing 
tradition of ‘wood-based’ exhibitions at 
RBGE. These have included Botanic Ash 
(by the legendary and sadly missed  
Tim Stead) in 1993, onetree in 2000 
and the Wych Elm Project in 2008.  
The latter, which was the opening 
exhibition for the John Hope Gateway, 
was based on the wood of a single large 
elm, felled in the Garden in 2003, and 
included a number of Scottish furniture 
makers as well as a variety of other 
craftsmen and women.

Scottish furniture makers source 
their material from all over the world 
but as responsible woodworkers they 
are conscious of the impact that 
unsustainable logging is having in many 
countries and take care to find suppliers 
who can provide certified timber for 
their requirements. Hardwoods from the 
tropics, or from European and American 
forests, often have a consistent and 
relatively uniform quality compared with 
home-grown timber. The Association of 
Scottish Hardwood Sawmillers (ASHS), 
whose members provide many of our 
furniture makers with timber from 

Scottish forests, describe it as having 
more character than imported wood. 

This ‘character’, which might include 
knots, burrs or twists, undoubtedly 
makes the home-grown timber more 
difficult to work with, but nevertheless 
many Scottish furniture makers choose 
to incorporate it into their pieces, or in 
some cases to work exclusively with 
native species. They may be doing this 
for conservation or aesthetic reasons but 
it is certainly appreciated by discerning 
buyers who enjoy owning a piece of 
furniture for which the wood as well as 
the maker is of known provenance.

A good example of the use of local 
timber is an initiative that has taken place 
in Edinburgh with elm trees growing in the 
Meadows. When large dead or diseased 
trees have been cut from this very popular 
city park the council has offered the trees 
to SFMA members to transform the wood 
into beautiful pieces of furniture. These 
are frequently commissioned by people 
who knew and loved the trees when they 
were living. The Local Wood for Local 
Makers project, as it is 
called, has attracted a 
fair amount of media 
attention and has 
proved so successful 
that it is now in its 
second phase. It relies 
on the collaboration 
of a helpful sawmill 
and in this case Jonathan Robinson of 
Edinburgh has been able to provide the 
essential link between tree and maker. 

Projects like Local Wood for Local 
Makers and the annual SFMA exhibition 
help to demystify the process of 
commissioning a piece of bespoke 
furniture and encourage people to 
consider this as a real alternative to 
buying mass-produced, anonymous 
furniture from out-of-town retail parks. 
Commissioning a piece of furniture means 
that you get to own something unique 
and the quality of workmanship ensures 
that it will last you a lifetime and perhaps 
even go on to become an heirloom. 
When you consider the limited lifetime of 
many ‘self-assembled’ items that need 
replacing every decade or so, then the 
commissioned piece no longer seems 

quite such an extravagance. An occasional 
visit to the council recycling centre is all 
it takes to demonstrate that it can make 
ecological as well as economic sense to 
buy something that will last for ever and 
not become landfill in a few years’ time.

Commissioning a piece of furniture 
may not be something most of us 
can afford to do very frequently, and 
often people approach makers for 
something that will commemorate a 

special occasion. 
It can be an 
enjoyable business 
discussing ideas 
with the maker 
and selecting 
materials, styles 
and details 
appropriate to 

the person or event that you want to 
celebrate. Most of the makers are also 
designers and will guide clients through 
the whole process from initial sketches  
to the finishing touches. For those 
nervous about how this works or how
a price is agreed the SFMA website 
(www.scottishfurnituremakers.org.uk)
contains useful guidance. Designer/
makers will also be on hand during the 
RBGE exhibition to offer helpful advice.

The 25 exhibitors in the exhibition 
offer a very wide range of styles and it 
should be possible to match personal 
taste to a maker. Because of this 
diversity it is perhaps not appropriate 
to profile individual makers here but we 
are very pleased to be welcoming back 
Angus Ross from Aberfeldy, who has 
been an enthusiastic supporter of past 

projects at RBGE and is a former Chair 
of the SFMA.

Angus has won numerous awards 
and his work is in high demand across 
the UK, but his roots are very much in 
his Perthshire home, where he operates 
from a studio/workshop that has been a 
home to woodworkers since 1870, and 
where he and his wife are co-owners of a 
beautiful deciduous woodland just a few 
miles down the River Tay. Angus’s business 
model epitomises the successful Scottish 
furniture maker. He combines traditional 
techniques, such as steam bending and 
twisting, with innovative and highly 
practical designs. But despite numerous 
accolades he has kept his business small 
and locally based, producing individual 
pieces and limited edition batches to 
customers who appreciate the quality  
and sustainable credentials of his work. 

Most Scottish furniture makers now 
have a web presence and the SFMA’s 
website is well worth browsing for more 
information on the members. But there 
is nothing to compare to seeing, feeling 
and smelling the real thing to appreciate 
the sheer craftsmanship and attention 
to detail that goes into the making 
and finishing of Scottish handcrafted 
furniture. The exhibition only lasts for 
17 days so it should not be missed – 
come along and meet the makers and 
appreciate the thriving Scottish furniture 
revival at first hand.
Makers by Commission, an exhibition 
by members of the SFMA, is in the 
John Hope Gateway from Friday 
3 October to Sunday 19 October, 
10 am - 5.45 pm. Admission is free.

Below: A dead elm tree in the Meadows ready for felling and milling.    
Inset: Work-in-progress and a completed table by Dave Powell of WoodTouch Furniture. 

Commissioning a 
piece of furniture 
means that 
you get to own 
something unique. 
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The most visible and widely appreciated 
feature of the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh is the plant collection, spread 
across our four remarkable Gardens. 
However, safely within the Science 
buildings at Edinburgh are 4,000 large 
grey cabinets concealing an equally 
remarkable collection of preserved  
plant material – the Herbarium.  
This national collection, containing  
more than three million specimens,  
is the subject of two articles in this 
edition of the Botanics and reminds 
us of the huge scientific value and 
relevance of our Herbarium. 

The painstakingly collected, 
preserved and mounted plants provide 
comparative specimens for taxonomy, 
conservation biology, ethnobotany, 
morphology, ecology and education. 
Those that are digitised are accessible 
through our website, providing a 
priceless global resource that underpins 
not only much of RBGE’s research,  
but also the work of hundreds of 
scientists around the world. The 
specimens also provide continuity 
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Silver award
The Edinburgh Garden has  
received a silver award from 
the Green Tourism Business   
Scheme, recognising the importance of 
RBGE’s national and international plant 
research and conservation, our ability to 
raise awareness of environmental issues 
and our ongoing efforts to ensure our 
operations are environmentally friendly. 
We are hugely pleased with this start on 
the scheme and look forward to going 
for gold at our next assessment!
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News

Harp installation
The Aeolian harp, made from a wych  
elm tree felled in the Garden in 2003, 
was installed within its purpose-built 
pavilion near Inverleith House in June. 
The harp and pavilion were both designed 
and built by harp-maker Mark Norris 
of Stobo. The project to build the harp 
and pavilion was funded by Ena and 
Gordon Baxter and Alison and Stuart Paul. 
On breezy days the harp will play itself, 
gently creating a soft soothing sound.  

Graeme Dey visit
The Scottish Parliament’s Woolly Willow 
Species Champion, Graeme Dey MSP, 
visited the Edinburgh Garden in June to 
see the work RBGE is undertaking to 
save the species. During his visit Mr Dey 
(above, second from right) digitised a 
woolly willow (Salix lanata) specimen 
in the RBGE Herbarium and watched as 
it went live on the website, making it 
available to researchers all over the world. 
Mr Dey was also shown the Target 8 beds 
in the Garden where RBGE’s conservation 
work is explained to visitors. 

Tree hugging attempt
The midsummer tree hugging world 
record attempt saw 1,387 people – 
the youngest just seven months old – 
simultaneously hugging trees in the 
Edinburgh Garden. We have our fingers 
crossed that might be the world record!

Royal visit
HRH The Princess Royal visited Dawyck 
in July where she planted a specimen of 
coast redwood, Sequoia sempervirens, 
and was given a tour of the Garden 
by Dawyck Curator Graham Stewart, 
pictured far right.

Orchid extravaganza
For over three weeks in the summer 
the Gateway hosted an extraordinary 
display of 2,500 orchids, highlighting 
the strong research and conservation 
links between the Garden and Taiwan. 
The event coincided with the 150th 
anniversary of the first specimen reaching 
RBGE from Taiwan and illustrated the 
important partnership researching plant 
systematics in Southeast Asia.

conservatory is Logan’s first public 
glasshouse and will allow more tender 
plant species to form part of its 
renowned collection. Speaking at the 
opening, VisitScotland Regional Director 
Paula McDonald said: “This superb new 
addition to Logan Botanic Garden – one 
of Dumfries and Galloway’s most unique 
outstanding attractions – is great 
news. The Logan Conservatory, which 
will enhance the visitor experience at 
the Botanic Garden, also demonstrates 
its commitment to making a positive 
impact on the local environment.”

Conservatory opening
June saw the official opening of the new
Logan Conservatory by Dr Aileen McLeod
MSP (below, centre). Built in the 
Victorian style, and the first public 
glasshouse in the UK to be entirely 
heated by green energy sources, the
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Ten years ago RBGE joined the 
African Plants Initiative, a project 
funded by the Andrew W Mellon 

Foundation which aimed to digitise all the 
African type specimens in the Herbarium. 
A type specimen, along with the original 
description, defines the name of a species 
and becomes the permanent reference for 
that name. It is usually the specimen that 
the author was looking at when describing 
the species, and is therefore critical for 
taxonomic research. In digitising these 
specimens the aim was to open up a 
massive resource to researchers around 
the world, particularly in African countries 
where botanists often find it difficult to 
access specimens held in European and 
North American herbaria. The project 
also aimed to build digitisation capacity 
in African herbaria, increasing awareness 
and access to the important collections 
held there. The success of the project 
saw it expand into Latin America before 
becoming the Global Plants Initiative.

Through this period, a team of 
temporary staff at RBGE succeeded in 
digitising all the type specimens which we 
are currently aware of in our Herbarium –
a total of over 50,000. To the task of 
capturing the collection information on 
these specimens was added the need to 
check the type status of the specimens –
a job requiring knowledge of taxonomy 
and nomenclature. In those ten years, 
nearly thirty people have passed through 
the digitisation team and many have 
since moved on to start PhD studies 

A digital
future
Deputy Herbarium Curator Elspeth Haston details the work involved 
in digitising the collection.

or permanent jobs at other botanical 
institutes having gained strong skills 
in nomenclature, knowledge which is 
becoming increasingly rare in botany.

The Global Plants Initiative set the 
standards for digitising herbarium 
specimens in both image quality and 
information recorded. The specimens 
were scanned at a high enough resolution 
for researchers to be able to zoom in 

to see details as if they were using a 
hand lens, the basic tool of a botanist, 
and all the information on the specimen 
labels was entered into a database.  
The scanning and data entry were time-
consuming – we calculated that it would 
take about 120 years to digitise all three 
million specimens in our Herbarium in 
this way – so in 2007 we started to 
develop new ways of digitising specimens 

Above: Jaime Aguilar and Zoë Goodwin photographing 
herbarium specimens.
Right: Some of the 4,000 cabinets in the Herbarium.



T H E  B O T A N I C S  5 8  A U T U M N  2 0 1 4  |  5

of the information that specimens hold 
about the history of travel and exploration 
as the itineraries of missionaries, soldiers, 
explorers, doctors, seed collectors and 
scientists can be traced through the 
collections they sent back. 

The use of 
specimens to tell us 
where species are 
currently distributed 
has provided us 
with Floras and 
checklists for 
most parts of the 
world. However, 

scientists are now finding that they 
can use historical and current specimen 
distribution data along with ecological 
and climate data not only to predict areas 
where a species may be growing and not 
yet observed, but also to indicate how 
the distribution may be expected to alter 
given future changes in climate. Another 
new use for herbarium specimens is in the 
area of phenology, the study of the timing 
of events such as bud break, flowering 
and fruiting in plants and fungi. Studies 
are showing that herbarium specimens 
collected in flower or fruit which have 
date and locality information attached to 
them can provide hundreds of years of 
data. When analysed with climate data 
shifts in temperature in spring or autumn 
can be seen to have a significant impact 
on the date of flowering. The importance 
of these changes becomes clearer when 
the plants are viewed in context with their 
surrounding ecology. Then, for example, 
we start to see the possibility of flowers 
being produced before the insects are 
available to pollinate them.

more rapidly without sacrificing the  
high quality.

Funding from the Scottish Government 
enabled us to buy high resolution cameras. 
The 56 megapixel resolution gives quality 
equivalent to the scanned images of 
the Global Plants 
Initiative but allows 
us to photograph 
specimens up to 
four times faster 
than scanning. 
We also needed 
to increase the 
speed of capturing 
the information on the specimens. We 
realised that we could not try to capture 
all the information at this stage but 
instead would have to rely on the image 
to provide the additional information not 
in the database. By reducing the amount 
of information entered, we were able to 
create specimen records in the database 
up to ten times faster.

For hundreds of years, the main use 
of specimens in the Herbarium has been 
in fundamental taxonomic research: to 
discover, name and classify plant species 
around the world. This work is still as 
important as ever. Whilst so much more 
is now known about global biodiversity, 
thanks largely to herbarium collections 
around the world, an estimated 10–20 
per cent of flowering plants species 
are still to be discovered. Interestingly, 
it is believed that many of the species 
still to be described have already been 
collected and are sitting in herbarium 
cabinets around the world waiting for 
the taxonomic expertise required to 
discover and name them. As we digitise 
the specimens and make them available 
online, we also open up the unidentified 
material, hopefully speeding up the 
discovery process.

With the digitisation of specimens and 
their availability online, we have also seen 
specimen data being used in an increasing 
number of fields of research. Historians 
and social scientists are becoming aware 

We have seen 
specimen data 
being used in an 
increasing number 
of fields of research.

Above: Herbarium specimens in one of the 
cabinets, showing the distinctive red-edged folder 
of a type specimen.
Right: Some of our digitisers. Standing: Lorna Glancy, 
Kristin Van Gestel, Cathy King, Nicky Sharp;  
seated: Lucy Head, Alan Elliott.

Herbarium specimens are also providing 
information on other changes occurring 
through time including the changing 
levels of CO2 in the atmosphere and the 
presence of various minerals in the soils. 
Researchers are also starting to look at 
herbarium specimens to track invasive 
species which may be the specimens 
themselves or the various organisms 
which had made their home on or inside 
the main specimen when it was collected. 

This increased use of herbarium 
specimens is reflected in the large number 
of people accessing the specimens on our 
website. Download figures make it clear 
that our efforts for the last ten years are 
amply justified and are being appreciated 
by researchers around the world. This 
year marks the end of the Global Plants 
Initiative funding for digitisation. However, 
the collaboration between the hundreds of 
botanical institutes involved in the project 
will carry on into the future and RBGE will 
carry on in its aim to digitise the entire 
Herbarium, and by so doing open up access 
to every specimen within the cabinets.
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Changes at
Benmore
Benmore Botanic Garden Curator Peter Baxter updates us on the 
work which has been taking place at the Garden.

Two exciting projects have changed the 
landscape at Benmore over the summer. 
Delays due to the wintry weather early in 

the year meant that work did not finish until later 
than originally planned, but now the completion 

of the brand new Chilean Viewpoint Refuge 
and the restoration of the historic Golden 
Gates mean that both old and new have 
created areas of interest in the Garden. 
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Main and inset: The Chilean 
Viewpoint Refuge under 
construction at Benmore.
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Historically, the beautifully intricate 
Golden Gates formed the main entrance 
to Benmore House from Glen Massan. 
James Duncan, who owned the 
Benmore estate from 1870 to 1889, 
commissioned a Berlin firm to make  
the gates in the early 1870s and they 
were later exhibited at the1878 Paris 
Universal Exhibition. Over the years the 
Grade A listed gates have had various 
paint treatments to protect them from 
the weather; these unfortunately led  
to a loss of detail and colours which 
could no longer be described as golden. 
We eventually took the decision to 
remove the gates and protect them 
indoors until funds were available to 
restore them in a manner which would 
protect them from the elements.

Happily the project was realised, 
and so the gates and lanterns were 
refurbished by G. H. Currie, Blacksmiths 
of Sandbank and gilded by John Nevin 
of Mackay Decorators. Significant 
landscaping of the area was undertaken 
before the gates were hung back in place. 
We decided to realign the fence to meet 
the solid marble pillars, designing and 
making six heavy sections of railing to 
complement the gates, which means  
that they once again form the boundary 
to the Garden. 

Much of the landscaping work was 
programmed to take place over the winter 
but because of the persistent rain over the 
period from December 2013 to March 
2014 (with total rainfall of 1,663 mm, 
or 65.4 inches) the work had to be 
postponed. The ground was decompacted, 

drains were added and topsoil was laid 
before the landscaping work began. 
New plantings of giant redwood 
(Sequoiadendron giganteum), star 
magnolia (Magnolia stellata), Stewartia 

serrata, S. pseudocamellia, Korean 
whitebeam (Sorbus alnifolia) and Virginia 
creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia)  
will reinvigorate the area.

Consultancy was carried out by 
Jane Kelly and Historic Scotland. The 
restoration costs were met by RBGE with 
gilding made possible by funds from the 
Younger (Benmore) Trust, the Rowan 
Legacy and donations. The gilded gates 
and the associated landscaping form 
an important attraction in the southern 
part of the Garden, complementing 
the refurbished Fernery, the Bhutanese 
Chortens and the Pavilion.

The Chilean Viewpoint Refuge, newly 
built in the Monkey Puzzle Forest of the 
Chilean Rainforest Project, was inspired by 
the 17th- and 18th-century churches of 
Chiloé Island, off the coast of Chile. These 
churches represent a unique example in 
Latin America of an outstanding form of 
wooden ecclesiastical architecture and 
have had UNESCO status since 2000. 
Guy Elder of Yorik designed the solid 
oak structure and also carried out the 
carving and erected it. Timbers from 
Northumberland were acquired in January 
and these were carved and worked on 
from mid-February at Elder’s workshop. 
The foundations for the structure started 
to be placed from mid-May and the 
structure was erected in June. The two 
dominant carved pillars at the front of the 
building depict the leaf shape of Chilean 
cedar, Austrocedrus chilensis. Part of the 
lower interior of the building is made of 
woven willow, and the roof and parts 
of the sides and rear have Western red 
cedar, Thuja plicata, shingles.

Situated in the upper reaches of the 
project, amongst over 130 monkey 
puzzles, Araucaria araucana, which 
were planted from 1996, the building 
helps highlight the Chilean rainforest 
collection at Benmore and gives a 
background to the important scientific 
work RBGE has carried out in Chile.  
The structure also provides magnificent 
views of the mountains to the south of 
the Garden. Generous financial support 
from the Rowan Legacy and the Younger 
Benmore Trust made the building of the 
Viewpoint Refuge possible.

Below: Benmore staff adding topsoil after drains have been placed in the area around the gates.

Below: One of the many drains recently placed  
to help displace the annual rainfall of often over  
2,500 mm.

Above: Applying gold leaf to a section of the  
Grade A listed Golden Gates.
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Grown in Scotland, 
made in Scotland 
and shown at RBGE
Head of Exhibitions and Events Ian Edwards shares   
his appreciation for the work of Scottish furniture makers. RBGE is delighted to be playing 

host in October to a new 
exhibition of handcrafted 

furniture, made in Scotland by leading 
craftsmen and women, which will 
showcase both the skills of Scottish 
makers and the rare beauty of Scottish 
timbers. Brought together by the Scottish 
Furniture Makers Association (SFMA), this 
exhibition offers the public a chance to 
see the diversity of styles and materials 
that can result in elegant, ingenious 
and practical pieces of Scottish-made 
furniture, in demand all around the world. 

This is the SFMA’s 13th annual 
exhibition, and is part of a continuing 
tradition of ‘wood-based’ exhibitions at 
RBGE. These have included Botanic Ash 
(by the legendary and sadly missed  
Tim Stead) in 1993, onetree in 2000 
and the Wych Elm Project in 2008.  
The latter, which was the opening 
exhibition for the John Hope Gateway, 
was based on the wood of a single large 
elm, felled in the Garden in 2003, and 
included a number of Scottish furniture 
makers as well as a variety of other 
craftsmen and women.

Scottish furniture makers source 
their material from all over the world 
but as responsible woodworkers they 
are conscious of the impact that 
unsustainable logging is having in many 
countries and take care to find suppliers 
who can provide certified timber for 
their requirements. Hardwoods from the 
tropics, or from European and American 
forests, often have a consistent and 
relatively uniform quality compared with 
home-grown timber. The Association of 
Scottish Hardwood Sawmillers (ASHS), 
whose members provide many of our 
furniture makers with timber from 

Below: A dead elm tree in the Meadows ready for felling and milling.    
Inset: Work-in-progress and a completed table by Dave Powell of WoodTouch Furniture. 
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Above: A high stool from the Y range by Angus Ross.  Above: Tiger sidetable by Duke Christie.

Scottish forests, describe it as having 
more character than imported wood. 

This ‘character’, which might include 
knots, burrs or twists, undoubtedly 
makes the home-grown timber more 
difficult to work with, but nevertheless 
many Scottish furniture makers choose 
to incorporate it into their pieces, or in 
some cases to work exclusively with 
native species. They may be doing this 
for conservation or aesthetic reasons but 
it is certainly appreciated by discerning 
buyers who enjoy owning a piece of 
furniture for which the wood as well as 
the maker is of known provenance.

A good example of the use of local 
timber is an initiative that has taken place 
in Edinburgh with elm trees growing in the 
Meadows. When large dead or diseased 
trees have been cut from this very popular 
city park the council has offered the trees 
to SFMA members to transform the wood 
into beautiful pieces of furniture. These 
are frequently commissioned by people 
who knew and loved the trees when they 
were living. The Local Wood for Local 
Makers project, as it is 
called, has attracted a 
fair amount of media 
attention and has 
proved so successful 
that it is now in its 
second phase. It relies 
on the collaboration 
of a helpful sawmill 
and in this case Jonathan Robinson of 
Edinburgh has been able to provide the 
essential link between tree and maker. 

Projects like Local Wood for Local 
Makers and the annual SFMA exhibition 
help to demystify the process of 
commissioning a piece of bespoke 
furniture and encourage people to 
consider this as a real alternative to 
buying mass-produced, anonymous 
furniture from out-of-town retail parks. 
Commissioning a piece of furniture means 
that you get to own something unique 
and the quality of workmanship ensures 
that it will last you a lifetime and perhaps 
even go on to become an heirloom. 
When you consider the limited lifetime of 
many ‘self-assembled’ items that need 
replacing every decade or so, then the 
commissioned piece no longer seems 

quite such an extravagance. An occasional 
visit to the council recycling centre is all 
it takes to demonstrate that it can make 
ecological as well as economic sense to 
buy something that will last for ever and 
not become landfill in a few years’ time.

Commissioning a piece of furniture 
may not be something most of us 
can afford to do very frequently, and 
often people approach makers for 
something that will commemorate a 

special occasion. 
It can be an 
enjoyable business 
discussing ideas 
with the maker 
and selecting 
materials, styles 
and details 
appropriate to 

the person or event that you want to 
celebrate. Most of the makers are also 
designers and will guide clients through 
the whole process from initial sketches  
to the finishing touches. For those 
nervous about how this works or how
a price is agreed the SFMA website 
(www.scottishfurnituremakers.org.uk)
contains useful guidance. Designer/
makers will also be on hand during the 
RBGE exhibition to offer helpful advice.

The 25 exhibitors in the exhibition 
offer a very wide range of styles and it 
should be possible to match personal 
taste to a maker. Because of this 
diversity it is perhaps not appropriate 
to profile individual makers here but we 
are very pleased to be welcoming back 
Angus Ross from Aberfeldy, who has 
been an enthusiastic supporter of past 

projects at RBGE and is a former Chair 
of the SFMA.

Angus has won numerous awards 
and his work is in high demand across 
the UK, but his roots are very much in 
his Perthshire home, where he operates 
from a studio/workshop that has been a 
home to woodworkers since 1870, and 
where he and his wife are co-owners of a 
beautiful deciduous woodland just a few 
miles down the River Tay. Angus’s business 
model epitomises the successful Scottish 
furniture maker. He combines traditional 
techniques, such as steam bending and 
twisting, with innovative and highly 
practical designs. But despite numerous 
accolades he has kept his business small 
and locally based, producing individual 
pieces and limited edition batches to 
customers who appreciate the quality  
and sustainable credentials of his work. 

Most Scottish furniture makers now 
have a web presence and the SFMA’s 
website is well worth browsing for more 
information on the members. But there 
is nothing to compare to seeing, feeling 
and smelling the real thing to appreciate 
the sheer craftsmanship and attention 
to detail that goes into the making 
and finishing of Scottish handcrafted 
furniture. The exhibition only lasts for 
17 days so it should not be missed – 
come along and meet the makers and 
appreciate the thriving Scottish furniture 
revival at first hand.
Makers by Commission, an exhibition 
by members of the SFMA, is in the 
John Hope Gateway from Friday 
3 October to Sunday 19 October, 
10 am–5.45 pm. Admission is free.

Commissioning a 
piece of furniture 
means that 
you get to own 
something unique. 
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We are delighted to announce 
the creation of a new 
memorial at RBGE for 

organ and tissue donors in Scotland. 
The memorial has been funded by the 
Scottish Government as a permanent 
tribute to the sharing nature of organ  
and tissue donors and their families. 
The aim of the memorial is to give families 
who have been affected by donation and 
transplantation a peaceful and reflective 
space, close to nature, and the final 
outcome is what artist Alec Finlay calls 
“a wilding garden”, sheltered by birch 
and pine, in a quiet corner of the Garden 
dedicated to Scottish native flora. 

Just under 600 people in Scotland are 
currently on the transplant waiting list and 
last year 39 people died while waiting for 
the transplant they so desperately needed. 
Since 2008 the Scottish Government 
has been undertaking an ambitious 
programme of work to raise awareness of 
organ and tissue donation. Last year, 106 
individuals and their families, in hospitals 
across Scotland, made the selfless decision 
to consider the needs of others on 
transplant waiting lists across the UK and 
donated their organs after their death. 

Tissue transplantation also offers 
benefits to a wide range of people by 
relieving their pain or helping them to see 

A place
to reflect

Pam Niven, Programme 
Manager, Organ Donation and 
Transplantation, and artist  
Alec Finlay welcome the opening 
of a very special memorial in  
the Edinburgh Garden.

or to walk again. A tissue transplant can 
even save lives. Many individuals donate 
tissue after their death, especially in cases 
where organ donation is not possible. 
Bereaved families of organ and tissue 
donors often take 
comfort in the 
knowledge that 
their loved one 
has helped others 
after their death. 

This wilding 
garden is a place 
where families 
and friends of organ and tissue donors, 
and people whose lives have been saved 
or improved by transplants, can spend 
time. The memorial includes a dry-stane 
‘taigh’ (Gaelic for ‘house’) designed by 
Finlay and built by Norman Haddow, 
with the help of RBGE staff. Sheltered 
under a tall pine, it draws on traditional 
structures such as Taigh nam Cailleach, 
above Loch Lyon. The turf-roof seals in   
a set of beautiful stones collected from 
the River Lyon, woven around with 
rushes, mosses and moor grasses.

A kist has been buried beneath the 
taigh and contains a memorial book 
with the handwritten first names of 
every organ and tissue donor in Scotland 
between 2006 and late 2013, along 

with a surgical scalpel and transplant 
medication. Two inscribed circle poems 
have been carved into a sandstone 
feature stone in the taigh and a ‘font’, 
placed nearby, that contains pebbles 

collected from 
beaches around 
Scotland, which 
people can use  
as a dedication  
to a loved one. 
Two benches, 
made from larch, 
allow visitors a 

place to rest and reflect on the memorial. 
The wilding garden has been planted 
with Scottish native wildflowers, as well 
as rowan, hazel, Scots pine and willow.   
It will be officially opened in September 
and a forthcoming book will document 
the entire project, from its beginnings  
to the completed garden.

The project was managed by Edinburgh 
Sculpture Workshop and was realised 
with the help of many collaborators 
from across Scotland, including Luke Allan, 
Ken Cockburn, Caroline Dear, Norman 
Haddow, Amy Todman, Hanna Tuulikki, 
Colin Will, GalGael and RBGE staff.  
A steering group, made up of experts and 
individuals affected by organ donation  
and transplantation, oversaw the project.

Left: The taigh installed in the Scottish Heath Garden.
Below: The carved sandstone circle poem and 
pebbles inside the structure.

This wilding garden is 
a place where families 
and friends of organ 
and tissue donors can 
spend time.
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On 29 June the building that 
houses the Garden’s Herbarium 
and Library celebrated its  

50th anniversary, having been opened  
by Her Majesty the Queen on that day  
in 1964. In the summer issue we told  
the story of the origins of these two 
national collections up to the point when 
the current building opened, but that  
was really just the start of the story. 

1964 onwards …
In the 128 years between the first 
meeting of the Botanical Society of 
Edinburgh in 1836 and the move to the 
new building in 1964, the Herbarium built 
up a collection of one and a half million 
specimens. This included specimens from 
Paul Dietrich Giseke (1741–1796),  
a pupil of Carl Linnaeus, the taxonomist 
and creator of the system of binomial 
nomenclature that is still used today; 
Giseke’s specimens include two that 
came from Linnaeus’ own herbarium and 
bear his handwriting. The Herbarium also 
houses the collections of Robert Kaye 
Greville (1794–1866), a renowned 
physician, botanist and artist, as well 
as specimens collected from around 
the world by plant collectors including 
George Forrest and Reginald Farrer.

Over the last 50 years the Herbarium 
collection has continued to grow, 
doubling in size so that it now includes 
more than three million specimens, with 
between 10,000 and 30,000 added to 
the collection every year. Many of these 
are plants that are collected by the 
Garden’s scientific and horticultural staff 
on expeditions that form a key part of 

The Herbarium
and Library – 
50 years on

Lorna Mitchell, Head of the 
Library, explains how our 
collections have grown.

the Garden’s mission to explore, explain 
and conserve the world of plants. In 
addition, specimens are also donated by 
individuals and institutions. One of the 
most important of these, the University 
of Glasgow’s foreign herbarium, which 
includes specimens from all the major 
mid-19th-century collectors, especially 
from India, North and South America, 
and South Africa, was deposited on 
permanent loan in 1965. This collection 
also included 75 specimens that were 
collected by Charles Darwin on voyages 
between 1831 and 1836; the Garden’s 
Herbarium is one of only seven around 
the world to house specimens collected 
by Darwin. The collection now also 
includes material that is specifically 
collected to enable the extraction of 
DNA, supporting research in the areas 
of population genetics, molecular 

phylogenetics and evolutionary 
developmental biology.

… and upwards!
Given the rapid rate of expansion of the 
collections it is perhaps unsurprising that 
the Herbarium has developed a habit of 
running out of space! As a result the last 
fifty years have seen not one but two 
extensions to the building that houses it 
and, given the current rate of expansion, 
a third extension may be required within 
the next five years.

The future
The last 50 years have seen many changes 
in both the Library and the Herbarium, 
from the growth of the collections to 
developments in technology, such as the 
internet and digitisation, that have changed 
the way in which we work. However, 
what has not changed is the role that the 
Garden’s collections play in supporting 
the world-class scientific and horticultural 
work that is carried out by our own staff 
and by researchers around the world.

Our new book, Botanical Treasures, 
features images of more than 100 items 
from the collections in the Herbarium, 
Library and Archive.

Below: A Herbarium specimen.

Above: The Herbarium and Library building today and (inset) when it opened in 1964.
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Back to
the future
Curator Paul Nesbitt introduces the Inverleith House Archive.

Above: herman de vries installing a field of lavender flowers in room 3 of the exhibition herman de vries: 
documents of a stream, the real works (1970-1992), Inverleith House, 16 August to 27 September 1992. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Left: Andy Goldsworthy with ‘Slate Cone’, 1990 
(since destroyed), Inverleith House lawn, from 
the exhibition Andy Goldsworthy: Hand To Earth, 
Sculpture 1976–1990, Inverleith House & the 
Caledonian Hall, 11 August to 28 October 1990. 
Courtesy of the artist.
Right: From the exhibition Lothar Baumgarten: 
Conservatory in the RBGE Glasshouses, 5 April to 
16 October 1994. Courtesy of the artist. 

In 1986 my colleague Henry Noltie 
and I, as the Garden’s recently 
appointed exhibitions officers, 

began to examine hundreds of drawings 
which had been stored for many years 
in the Garden’s Library. Commissioned in 
the 18th century by John Hope (1725-
1786), the drawings (in red chalk and 
ink) and associated documents were 
loosely stacked in boxes and had never 
been catalogued or conserved; the 
Library itself did not even have facilities 
for archival storage at that time. 
Although some of the drawings were 
featured in that year’s Edinburgh Festival 
exhibition, presented to celebrate the 
former Regius Keeper’s Bicentenary, it 
was clear that this uniquely significant 
collection could not be put to use until 
it had been catalogued, conserved and 
adequately stored.

Fortunately, subsequent investment 
by the Garden allowed this to be done 
and major parts of the Hope Archive 
have been exhibited at Inverleith House 
in recent years; an exhibition of plans and 
garden designs for the Leith Walk Garden 
is scheduled to take place in spring 2016.

Having presented an almost 
continuous programme of exhibitions 
since 1986, Inverleith House now 
possesses a considerable archive 
of its own. Its comprehensive 
and ever-growing collection of 
images, correspondence, exhibits 
and publications is now in need of 
assessment, cataloguing, conservation 
and the provision of adequate storage 

facilities, so that it may in turn be used 
as a unique and significant resource 
for public study, and for the making of 
exhibitions (by both RBGE and other 
institutions) for years to come.

This autumn Inverleith House plans 
to begin this work, firstly by assessing 
the size and nature of the archive; 
we estimate, for example, that it 
contains over 50,000 photographic 
images, documenting every exhibition 
of the last 28 years, spanning 
contemporary art and botanical science. 
Correspondence with artists, in the 
form of letters and faxes, sheds light 
on historically significant exhibitions 
of botanical drawings by Stella Ross-
Craig and Margaret Stones as well as 
contemporary art exhibitions by some 
of the leading artists of today, from 
Carl Andre and Louise Bourgeois to 

Douglas Gordon, Lawrence Weiner 
and Richard Wright. The archive also 
contains exhibition proposals, plans and 
publications – from exhibition guides 
and preview invitations to posters and 
catalogues – and an extensive library 
of reference material on the artists in 
the programme. Other valuable material 
includes original sketches for outdoor 
sculptures by Andy Goldsworthy 
(1990), prototype stone blocks 
commissioned by Carl Andre for his only 
exhibition in Scotland to date (1999) 
and the model of Inverleith House made 
by Ian Hamilton Finlay (1925–2006) 
when planning Sentences (2005),  
his last exhibition north of the border.
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Inspired by the ancient Indian legend 
of Amrita Devi, Vision Mechanics’ new 
production, Embrace, will take the 
audience on an outdoor, after-hours 
promenade through the Botanics.

In 1730 Amrita Devi embraced the 
trees in her village in Rajasthan to prevent 
them from being cut down. This resulted 
in her being beheaded, along with 363 
members of the Bishnoi community. In 
the 1970s women from the Himalayas 
noticed that the trees being felled were 
causing soil erosion and affecting their 
way of life. Inspired by Amrita Devi, they 
began the Chipko (‘embrace’) Movement 
and began to hug trees to protect them. 
Four years later a law was passed to 
prevent trees from being felled.

Using aerial performance, shadow, film 
and sound installations, Embrace asks 
how far we are prepared to go to stand 
up for our beliefs and make a difference.
Embrace, Wednesday 8 October  
to Saturday 11 October at
7.30 pm, 8 pm & 8.45 pm  
(audience meet at North Gate 
entrance on Inverleith Place),  
tickets £12 (£10 concessions).
To book, go to www.visionmechanics
embrace.eventbrite.co.uk
For more information and   
full tour details please visit  
www.visionmechanics.org   
or call 0131 554 8923.

The Edible Gardening Project’s Harvest 
Festival has become a highlight of 
our autumn events programme.  
The weekend celebrates the year’s 
harvest with displays, activities, advice 
and inspiration, and this year is fittingly  
held at the end of Scotland’s Food and 
Drink Fortnight.

A regular feature of the weekend 
is our produce display, featuring the 
summer’s crops from community 
gardens around Edinburgh. Staff and 
volunteers at local gardens make 
beautiful displays that really show off 
the quality of the produce they grow 
on very worthwhile projects. This 
year’s display will include vegetables 
grown by the community groups that 
look after plots here at RBGE. There 
will also be an opportunity to meet the 
growers and hear their stories while 
sharing a taste of fresh herbal tea in the 
Garden (Saturday 20 September, 3pm, 
Demonstration Garden).

The Barrow Band will be joining us 
again with their delightful repertoire of 
fruit and vegetable themed songs. The 
band have new material and we have 
the intriguing ‘Feel the power of the 
cauliflower’ and ‘Cucumbers, they’ve 

Explorer, conservationist, geographer – 
John Muir (1838–1914) was all of these, 
but he wanted to be thought of first and 
foremost as a botanist. Wherever he 
wandered in the Sierras, Alaska or on his 
1,000-mile walk from near the Canadian 
border to the Gulf of Texas, he carried 
his plant press on his back and collected 
plants for his personal herbarium. After 
his death 100 years ago the herbarium 
was broken up and dispersed, but thanks 
to the detective work of Bonnie Gisel 
hundreds of specimens have been tracked 
down in herbaria around the United States. 
Muir’s original herbarium sheets have 
been scanned and then digitally enhanced 
by Stephen Joseph to reconstruct them as 
they were when Muir took them out of his 

Embrace

John Muir’s herbarium

Harvest Festival

got your number’ to look forward to. 
The Barrow Band’s music is not to be 
missed and they have something for 
every member of the audience. But be 
warned, you will be singing their songs 
for weeks afterwards (performances on 
the afternoon of Sunday 21 September, 
check our website for further details).

The event is a super way to spend the 
afternoon so come along to have a taste of 
delicious garden produce, find inspiration 
for your own vegetable garden and 
discover the delights of growing your own.
Harvest Festival, Saturday 20 & 
Sunday 21 September, 1 pm–4 pm, 
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.
The Edible Gardening Project is 
supported by Players of People’s 
Postcode Lottery.

plant press. The resulting photographs are 
stunning, not just as works of botanical art 
but as a unique insight into the history of 
discovery of the North American flora by 
one of its most ardent campaigners. 
Nature’s Beloved Son, presented 
in partnership with East Lothian 
Council, John Hope Gateway,  
1 November 2014 to 25 January 2015, 
10 am–3.45 pm, admission free. 
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In 1755 Scottish Baroque composer 
James Oswald (1711–1769) 
published Airs for the Seasons,  

a remarkable compendium of 96 duos 
for violin and cello, each depicting a 
different plant or flower and written on 
a single side of paper. Inspired by these, 
eight of Scotland’s leading composers 
have written new miniatures following 
the same criteria.

The TRANSPLANTED project, 
initiated and led by award-winning 

Public Programmes Manager 
Elinor Gallant introduces 
a musical project of new 
compositions inspired by plants, 
due to premiere this autumn.

string duo High Heels and Horse Hair 
in partnership with Plantlife, will result 
in a musical depiction of native plants, 
celebrating their diversity and their 
many uses in society over the centuries. 
Oswald’s miniature compositions draw 
inspiration from many different aspects 
of the plants: their physical appearance, 
medicinal uses and historical, spiritual 
and cultural associations. These many
aspects have also inspired the 
contemporary composers.

Main: Bog Cotton. Photograph © Laurie Campbell. 
Musical score overlaid: Bog Cotton by David Ward.
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inspired by sundew will be part of  
the summer section, set alongside 
Oswald’s ‘Heather Bells’ and David Ward’s 
‘Bog Cotton’.

Bog cotton or cotton grass is known 
on Shetland as ‘Lukkaminnie’s Oo’ or 
‘Grannie’s Wool’. Talking about his new 

It took me quite a while to find the right 
plant to take as the starting point for 
my contribution to the TRANSPLANTED 
project. I needed to find something 
with which I could make an emotional 
as well as a purely intellectual or 
aesthetical connection. I had been 
thinking about dandelions in general for 
a few reasons – childhood memories, 
of course, the incredible transformation 
that occurs during their life cycle and 
also the fact that they have often 
been considered rather plain, even 
ugly. Quite by chance, I came across 
an article relating to the discovery 
of the Taraxacum pankhurstianum, 
a unique species of dandelion found 
on the remote island of Hirta, part 
of the St Kilda archipelago. I was 
immediately struck by the idea of its 
existence in this apparently inhospitable 
environment (there are no trees on 
Hirta) and was reminded of the strong 
impression this unique place made on 
me when I briefly visited it a few years 

ago. One theory suggests that the 
flower may have been brought to Hirta 
by the Vikings and I couldn’t help but 
be impressed by how this resilient plant 
has survived on a rock in the middle 
of the ocean and outlasted the human 
inhabitants who have come and gone. 

The music I have composed no doubt 
reflects something of the remoteness 
of St Kilda and is characterised by 
a very exposed use of airy natural 
harmonics and open strings throughout. 
My intention was to keep things as 
simple and unadorned as possible. I was 
attracted by the economy of means 
in the Oswald airs, and surprised at 
how substantial pieces of music could 
be squashed onto a single page of 
manuscript. This has been translated, or 
transplanted if you like, into my score 
by the use of tiny repeated cells which, 
in my mind, have also taken on some 
of the physical characteristics of the 
fabulously delicate and complex seed 
head of the humble dandelion. 

Changeless and the changed 
A miniature inspired by the St Kilda dandelion – David Fennessy

composition, Ward said: “For this piece, 
we might imagine ourselves on a rather 
boggy island moor in high summer, with 
white tufts of bog cotton all around. It 
is a calm and sunny day, and because of 
the bright sun there are, for the moment, 
only a few active midges. Suddenly, one 
of those strange, miniature whirlwinds, 
which occur from time to time in such 
places, rushes past. Then we return to 
the previous atmospheric calm.”

Moving into autumn, the programme 
will include a new piece by Martin 
Kershaw about fungi, alongside David 
Fennessy’s composition inspired by the 
St Kilda dandelion. It was after a field trip 
to St Kilda in 2010 that this new species 
was discovered. Seed from dandelions 
was brought back and grown at RBGE. 
After comparison with other similar 
species it was eventually found to have 
unique characters (read more about 
Fennessy’s work above).

Finally, winter will include Chris Stout’s 
new ‘Juniper’ piece, alongside Oswald’s 
‘Hawthorn’ and Stuart McCrae’s new 

As with Oswald’s original work, the 
concert of new compositions, performed 
alongside some of Oswald’s original 
pieces, will be structured to take listeners 
on a journey through the seasons. Spring 
includes new scores by Eddie McGuire 
and Hanna Tuulikki (see Hanna Tuulikki’s 
comments on her piece inspired by 
Heartsease on the next page), but will 
also include Oswald’s original 18th-
century ‘Primrose’ composition.

James Oswald was court chamber 
composer to King George III, so the 
recent appointment of Judith Weir, one 
of the project’s composers, as the first 
ever female Master of the Queen’s Music 
seems very fitting; her new composition 

Below: Pages from James Oswald’s Air for the Seasons. Reproduced with kind permission from 
Wighton Heritage Centre, Dundee Central Library.

Above: Great sundew photograph © Laurie Campbell.
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chamber music for the benefit of wide 
audiences. So whether you are a music 
lover, plant enthusiast, conservationist, 
gardener, traveller, rambler, or simply living 
in and loving Scotland, we hope you will 
come along to the concert to hear these 
beautiful musical works, both old and new.

TRANSPLANTED – a set of seasonal 
duos for violin and cello inspired by 
Scottish wild plants. Saturday 18 
October, 2.30 pm, Lecture Theatre. 
Tickets £10 (£9 concessions, £8 
friends). Find out more and book 
at http://transplanted-botanics.
eventbrite.co.uk

Heartsease
Hanna Tuulikki

For this new composition I chose 
heartsease (Viola tricolor); as I read 
about this plant, I was fascinated by 
its cultural history and rich assortment 
of common names. I noticed that in 
their variations a range of intonations 
and rhythms is suggested. Entwining 
together the flower’s names, my 
score will be an invitation to play 
these, abstracting words into sounds, 
transplanting language into music.

The names, mostly associated with 
love in its many forms, journey the 
length of the British Isles and carry local 
folk meanings. I love the way they veer 
from sacred and romantic names to 
suggestive or bawdy ones. They have 
a vernacular sprightliness to them that 
lends itself to sound. The music picks 
up this interplay between the sexual 
and the spiritual, and, after the French 
root of our name pansy, from pensée, 
literally meaning ‘thought’, I make 
reference to the troubadour songs of 
courtly love.

My usual practice is to work by means 
of vocal demos, which I overlay and then 
translate into a score. Here, rather than 
writing musical notes, I am applying the 
names directly onto the stave. The final 
notation will be visual – other recent 
pieces have emulated spinning wheels 
and birds in flight – and this score will 
resemble the shape of the plant, like 
the heart-shaped score by the medieval 
French composer Baude Cordier. The 
form of the violin and cello also resembles 
the Viola tricolor, and they of course 
share a common etymological root.
The piece is still to be workshopped – the 
material isn’t yet in a fixed form – and 
the musicians and I will say the names 
together out loud. I’m interested in the 
degree to which they can suggest words 
and phrases in their bowing – physical 
gestures assuming the forms of speech. 
Or perhaps we will be reminded of a 
bee buzzing in and out of flowers. The 
atmosphere is one of gentle longing, as if 
the bees and flowers desired one another, 
or the desire was played between the 
strings and the hands playing. I envisage 
the finished piece as a dialogue between 

composition inspired by lichens. Lichens 
are biology’s extreme survivors – they live 
in the driest deserts, the wettest forests 
and on the world’s highest summits. 
Scotland is home to 37 per cent of 
European lichen diversity and researchers 
at RBGE work to describe, explain and 
protect this biological heritage.

The TRANSPLANTED concert will 
be a multi-sensory experience, as 
photographer Laurie Campbell has recently 
become involved and his photographs 
will provide a visual backdrop to the 
performance. Throughout the concert 
the musicians will introduce the wild 
plants of Scotland and convey how their 
characteristics have inspired the music  
of new and old. We will also be presenting 
an insight into our own RBGE collections 
for the concert audience to view.

The TRANSPLANTED project has been 
supported by the Hope Scott Trust and 
by Creative Scotland’s Quality Production 
Programme with the aim of encouraging 
a fresh approach to commissioning new 

violin and cello, with each section 
arranged like a petal.

This miniature has been commissioned 
by the North Highland Initiative 
supported through the Wildflower 
Europe Project (July 2012 – June 2014) 
as funded by the EU Culture Fund.

Below: ‘Heartsease’, drawing by Hanna Tuulikki 
and poem by Alec Finlay, commissioned for NHS 
Greater Glasgow and Clyde’s New South Glasgow 
Hospitals as part of the 100 Flowers project 
which forms part of Ginkgo Projects’ Therapeutic 
Design and Arts Strategy.

Below: Lichen photograph © Laurie Campbell. 
Right: High Heels and Horse Hair – cellist Sonia 
Cromarty (left) and violinist Alice Rickards (right).
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Members’ Events

Taking
‘the lead’
What a pleasure Assistance Dog 
Day turned out to be. Visitors to the 
Edinburgh Garden on 15 June got the 
chance to take a blindfolded walk with 
a guide dog and to learn about the skills 
of hearing dogs and other dogs that 
help people with disabilities. It was an 
opportunity for the Garden to invite 
more people with specific needs to 
visit. Registered assistance dog owners 
and their canine companions were 
especially welcome and many came along 
to enjoy the day. Highlights included 
tours of the Garden for the visually 
impaired, hard of hearing and those with 
mobility needs, conducted by our Garden 
Guides Stephanie, Jane and Sally.

There was a talk by Dr Heather McHaffie 
about plant hunting in Scotland and  
its impact on the senses. One visitor,  
Caro Tulloch, commented: “The event … 
was really interesting and inspiring. We all 
learned so much and it was great to talk  
to people and find out more and of course 
my grandson loved meeting the dogs.”

The day’s partner organisations 
were Guide Dogs Scotland, Hearing 
Dogs for Deaf People, Canine Partners 
and Medical Detection Dogs; without 
their support the day would not have 
happened. The idea of Assistance Dog 
Day at the Botanics has been developed 
in association with VisitScotland to 
celebrate accessible tourism.

Further details can be found at www.rbge.org.uk/whats-on/members-events and in the monthly Members’ 
e-newsletter. If you’d like to receive this, email us at members@rbge.org.uk and we’ll make sure you’re the 
first to hear the latest news from RBGE.

n Lecture by Martin Gardner:
the International  
Conifer Conservation 
Programme in Scotland
Monday 8 September | 6.45pm, with lecture to start 
at 7.30pm | Lecture Theatre, 20A Inverleith Row | £3 
This is a joint lecture organised by the Friends of 
RBGE and the Edinburgh branch of the British  
Science Association.

n Coffee Morning: Dawyck – 
a carbon neutral Botanic 
Garden
Tuesday 16 September | 10.00am, with talk to start 
at 10.30am | John Hope Gateway | £5 Members only 
Hear from the Curator of Dawyck about recent 
developments such as the new hydro scheme.

n Evening Talk: foraging for 
food – Scotland’s wild harvest
Thursday 25 September | 7.30pm | Lecture Theatre,  
20a Inverleith Row | £6, £5 for Members
Pick up practical information about the edible 
species you can find growing wild in Scotland, and 
how to prepare them once you’ve taken them home.

n Coffee Morning: the 
secret life of ferns
Tuesday 14 October | 10.00am, with talk to start at 
10.30am | John Hope Gateway | £5 Members only
Discover the amazing life cycle of ferns and how  
they can be used for magic tricks.

n Plant collecting in Japan 
and the development of 
Benmore’s Japanese Valley
Thursday 16 October | 2.00pm | Benmore Courtyard 
Gallery | £4, £3 for Members 
Come along to hear about collecting trips to Japan 
and their influence on the Benmore Garden.

n Day Visit: Perthshire trees
Wednesday 22 October | departs 9.00am from  
John Hope Gateway | £50 Members only
A visit to Perthshire to enjoy the autumn colour. Join 
Tom Christian, Project Officer for the ICONic Project 
and the National Tree Collections of Scotland.

n Evening Talk: habitat 
restoration by botanic 
gardens – a photo 
documentary
Thursday 23 October | 7.30pm | Lecture Theatre,  
20a Inverleith Row | £6, £5 for Members 
Nature and conservation photographer Barney 
Wilczak takes us through his photo documentary of 
the pioneering work carried out by the Ecological 
Restoration Alliance of Botanic Gardens.

n Vino at the Botanics  
with the team from Vino 
Stockbridge
Tuesday 4 November | 7.00pm | Caledonian Hall | 
£15, £12.50 for Members
Join local wine merchant Vino at RBGE’s magnificent 
Caledonian Hall to taste samples of their Scottish 
craft beers and French and sparkling wines, 
accompanied by buffet-style food.

n All wrapped up for 
Christmas
Thursday 6 November | 2.00pm |   
Benmore Courtyard Gallery | £4, £3 for Members 
A demonstration from Blue Sky Workshops on new 
ways to wrap your Christmas gifts. Come along 
and join the fun with the chance to buy some local 
crafts too.

n Coffee Morning: in the 
footsteps of Kingdon Ward
Tuesday 11 November | 10.00am, with talk to start at 
10.30am | John Hope Gateway | £5 Members only 
Hear about a recent visit to Myanmar collecting 
herbarium specimens in this land of great biodiversity.

n Photography competition 
prizegiving event
Thursday 20 November | 7.00pm | Conference Room, 
20a Inverleith Row 
Prizegiving and talks, with food and wine provided. 
Open to all entrants and the general public.

n Evening Talk: chocolate – 
history, facts and myths
Thursday 4 December | 7.30pm | Lecture Theatre,  
20a Inverleith Row | £6, £5 for Members
Ali Gower, owner of the Chocolate Tree, will give 
insights into the growing of cacao in South America 
and explain the challenges of making chocolate  
from bean to bar. A range of produce will be offered 
for tasting.

n Christmas in the Gallery
Saturday 6 December | 7.00pm | Benmore Courtyard 
Gallery | £15, £12 for Members 
With a glass of mulled wine to set the mood, join us 
for an evening of music and laughter. A light supper 
is also included.

n Buster Keaton’s 
Steamboat Bill Jr with live 
musical accompaniment
Friday 12 December | 7.00pm | Lecture Theatre,  
20a Inverleith Row | £7, £5 for Members and children 
Enjoy this famous silent movie with a live musical 
performance of a newly composed score by  
Jane Gardner.

Above: Guide dog Gulliver and volunteer puppy 
walker Carol McDonald meet RBGE’s Wioleta 
Kretschmann (right) at the Garden.
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Help us make the most of your support
Please consider paying for your membership by direct debit to help us make the most of your support. It really does help us to 
keep our costs down, maximising the amount that can be used to support the Garden’s research and conservation work. You can 
set up your direct debit by calling us on 0131 552 5339 and requesting a form to be sent to your home address. Thank you!

At the time of writing, the hardworking 
craftsman of the beautiful new benches 
in the Edinburgh Garden has caught up 
with all the bench adoption orders – the 
first time since the programme’s launch 
in February 2014. Until now, there has 
been a 16-week wait from ordering to 
the benches arriving. We are delighted to 
be in a position to cut this waiting time in 
half to eight weeks.
Bench adoptions are by far the most 
popular commemorative scheme 
and we expect the Garden to reach 
capacity in the next three years. 
If you are interested in adopting a 
bench in memory of a loved one or  
to commemorate a special event, 
visit celebratelife.rbge.org.uk or  
call 0131 248 2855.

At a recent People’s Postcode Lottery 
event in May, we were delighted to  
hear the news that the Garden will 
receive a surprise extra £50,000 
towards its charitable work this year.  
The kind support of all players of People’s 

Bench 
Adoption 
waiting time 
reduction

Surprise People’s 
Postcode Lottery
donation

Postcode Lottery means we are in a 
strong position to deliver our work in 
education, conservation and scientific 
research. Our sincere thanks to all players 
of People’s Postcode Lottery for this 
unexpected donation!

Access for  
All update

These improvements will bring many 
benefits – from allowing disabled visitors 
to access some parts of our Gardens for 
the first time to enabling older people and 
families to experience a wider diversity of 
outdoor landscapes.
Although we have reached our target, 
there is still plenty more we could 
do – so if you would like to make a 
donation specifically for improving 
accessibility, please donate by visiting 
www.rbge.org.uk/accessforall or by 
calling 0131 248 2855.

The Access for All Membership Appeal 
achieved its target by the end of 
March this year, with donations from 
individuals totalling over £30,000. 
This funding is being used for much-
needed improvements to make all four 
Gardens more accessible for visitors. 
This includes resurfacing paths at both 
Dawyck and Logan, installing over 230 
linear metres of new handrails along 
footpaths and steps at Benmore, and 
purchasing new mobility scooters and 
wheelchairs for the Gardens.

1 8 

Above: The Access for All Appeal has helped us to improve paths, such as these at Dawyck.
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The Friends Committee directs a 
lively programme of Member events 
and raises funds for the Garden. 
To find out more contact the 
Membership Office on 0131 552 5339 
or members@rbge.org.uk

Friends of RBGE

With the announcement of an exciting 
new programme of Evening Talks over 
the autumn and winter, you won’t want 
to miss out on the opportunity to find 
out more about foraging for food in 
Scotland and the Friends of RBGE trip 
to Yunnan, or you might simply want 
to sample some of the exciting treats 
the Chocolate Tree will be bringing with 
them on Thursday 5 December. With 
this in mind we are delighted to offer 
Friends of RBGE the chance to purchase 
an Evening Talk season ticket. A season 
ticket can be purchased for £24, and this 
will enable you to attend all six Evening 
Talks between the end of September and 
March. This equates to a saving of 20 per 
cent. For more information or to purchase 
a ticket please contact the Membership 
Office on 0131 552 5339.

Evening Talk season ticket

The Friends’ Annual Plant Sale took place 
at the Edinburgh Nursery on Sunday 11 
May. Knowing the effect bad weather can 
have on the fundraising highlight of the 
calendar, with strong winds tearing down 
marquees in previous years, inevitably 
the Friends Committee put their amateur 
meteorology skills to the test, scrutinising 
the weather forecasts in the week leading 
up to the sale. This year there was the 
added anxiety of the ongoing drainage 
works adjacent to the lawn where the sale 
is usually held, but a contingency plan was 
quickly put in place and, with the help of 
Supervisor Peter Brownless and his team, 
the area in front of the Glasshouses was 

Another successful Plant Sale
cleared so that the tables for the plants 
could be set up. Feverish activity all week 
by the potters and other volunteers 
ensured that the plants were in perfect 
condition and, come the morning of the 
sale, all the hard work was rewarded with 
a beautiful day. Not even a brief shower 
just before the gates opened could 
deter a record number of determined 
customers. At the end of a busy two 
hours a total of £12,731 had been 
raised for the Small Projects Fund, a  
2 per cent increase on last year, which is a 
truly magnificent outcome. Thank you to 
everyone involved in what was a superb 
example of team work, and thank you also 

to everyone who came to buy plants and 
baked goods on the day. We hope you’ll 
join us again next year. 

Members of the Friends Committee are 
frequently asked about how the funds 
raised at events are used to support 
the work of RBGE. All profits from 
these events feed into the Small Project 
Fund, which supports initiatives across 
all four Gardens and all departments. 
In December each year applications 
for funding not exceeding £3,000 are 
sought, and these applications are then 
reviewed by the Convenors and Friends 

Small Project Fund awards 2014
Committees of Edinburgh, Benmore and 
Dawyck. An agreement is then made with 
the Regius Keeper and the Directors as 
to which projects will be funded. In April 
2014 the Friends allocated £25,326.70 
to fund 14 projects, including: a new 
canvas cover for the Yurt, so that 
school groups visiting the Benmore 
and Edinburgh Gardens have a good 
learning space; an apiary shed for the 
Nursery in Edinburgh, so that valuable 
conservation work with the struggling 
honey bee population can continue to 
develop; ornamental gates at Logan to 
link the new Conservatory to the Walled 
Garden, ensuring the accessibility of this 
beautiful Garden as a visitor attraction; 
and interpretive panels at Dawyck to 
inform the public about the operation, 
features and environmental significance 
of the hydro-electric scheme. Over the 
past 22 years the Friends have raised 
approximately £500,000 for RBGE. So, 
if you’ve been on one of the Day Visits, 
attended the Plant Sale, one of the 
Coffee Mornings or the Palm House Jazz 
Evening, your support really does add up 
to make a huge difference.

Below: One of the three chortens in the Benmore 
Garden, funded by the Small Project Fund.

Below: Heike Campbell with just some of the 
wonderful array of plants that were on offer at  
the sale.
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Sign up for our e-newsletter at www.rbge.org.uk/e-news
Like us on .   Follow us on .

Open daily 1 February to 30 November
Stobo, Scottish Borders, EH45 9JU
Tel: 01721 760254  •  Email: dawyck@rbge.org.uk
Admission charge applies.

Open daily 1 March to 31 October
Dunoon, Argyll, PA23 8QU
Tel: 01369 706261  •  Email: benmore@rbge.org.uk
Admission charge applies.

For further information about the Gardens visit

www.rbge.org.uk
For a What’s on guide, contact Alice Young

Tel: 0131 248 2991  •  Email: a.young@rbge.org.uk

Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh

Benmore Botanic Garden

Dawyck Botanic Garden

Open daily (except 25 December and 1 January)
Inverleith Row, Edinburgh, EH3 5LR 
Tel: 0131 552 7171  •  Email: info@rbge.org.uk
Admission to the Garden is free;    
charge applies to the Glasshouses.

Come and see all
the treasure in our

‘Christmas in a
Scottish Garden’

themed shop

Wrap up your Christmas giving and
fill your home with garden inspired gifts. 

See our new range of Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh bespoke stationery and accessories, 

based on our beautiful archive collections.

With tree decorations, home accessories and 
seasonal plants, you will be sure to find that 
special something to make your garden and 

home sparkle this Christmas time.

The Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh is a charity registered in Scotland (number SC007983).

n Top Prize: A day spent at the  
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh with  
our professional photographer
n Winning photographs will be published in 
The Scotsman and the Botanics magazine
n Five Category Winners will receive 
annual digital subscriptions to  
Amateur Photographer magazine

Read the details and download an entry 
form from www.rbge.org.uk/photo-comp
Closing date 30 September 2014

Organised by the Friends of RBGE

Wildlife category, 1st place – James Ratchford

Photography
Competition 2014

In association with

Plant Portrait category, 1st place – Alexandra McOrist

Garden View category, 1st place – Alan McNair

Top: Overall Winner, Wildlife category – Alan Pyke

Capture the beauty of our treasured Gardens

Open Sundays only in February
Open daily 15 March to 31 October
Port Logan, Dumfries and Galloway, DG9 9ND
Tel: 01776 860231  •  Email: logan@rbge.org.uk
Admission charge applies.

Logan Botanic Garden


