
Field trip, Thursday 23rd Aug 

Aims:  

• To look at a transect of altitude, soils and cultivated to moorland landscape going over the 

hills from Deeside to the coastal lowlands. The land cover change is mixed farming in the 

river Dee valley to forestry, to moorland on the high ground with strategies for land 

improvement, then over a geological boundary to very intensive arable in the coastal 

lowlands.  

• To then visit a small local distillery on route to Dundee.  

• To go on to Balruddery for a look at the work of the Centre for Sustainable Cropping and the 

IBZ buffer site trials.  

• Then to travel straight back to Aberdeen airport for those flying from there. 

Approx timings 

Stop Arrive time Depart time Cumulative 
km 

Travel time 

Leave Aberdeen  08-30 0  

Stop 1, Cairn O’Mount 09-30 09-50 48 60 mins 

Stop 2, Coffee at Clatterin’ Brig’ 10-00 10-30 50 10 mins 

Stop 3, Fettercairn distillery 10-40 12-00 56 10 mins 

Stop 4, Balruddery farm 13-15 15-15 latest 135 1h from 
fettercairn 

Those going to Aberdeen airport By 17-30   260 1h 43 min 

 

The route:  

Initially, we will travel westwards from Aberdeen along the Dee Valley, crossing the river near 

Maryculter. The surrounding land in the parish of Maryculter was once farmed and administered by the 

Knight Templars. We will then travel along the South Deeside road to the Bridge of Feugh. The soils 

along the route are mainly alluvial soils in the valley bottom, humus-iron podzols on the mounds and 

terraces of glaciofluvial deposits which flank the river, and beyond on the till derived from granite and 

granitic gneiss (the Countesswells Association).  

The land use is in this area is predominantly arable agriculture with some established coniferous 

woodlands, particularly on the hill tops. Occasionally there are tree nurseries and aggregate quarries. 

There will be a short stop at the Bridge of Feugh (which is renowned for is salmon leap). 

The route then follows the Water of Feugh south-westwards towards the village of Strachan (75 m 

O.D.). We then turn and head approximately south along the old drove road ultimately rising up and 

over the Cairn O' Mount (455 m O.D.). The mean annual rainfall at Strachan (Met Office 1941-70 

Standard period) is 1000 mm rising to 1200 mm at Cairn O' Mount. Birse and Dry (1970) have described 

the climate as changing from fairly warm moist lowland and foothill to cold wet upland (accumulated 

temperatures of between 1100 and 1375 day degrees C and of between 550 and 825 day degrees C 

respectively). The presence of snow poles marking the roadside indicates the potential severity of the 

winter weather.  



We then stop at the viewpoint at the top of the Cairn O’Mount to look over the JHI’s farm at Glensaugh, 

a mixed upland – improved land sheep farm with some cereals ground. This sits across the Highland 

Boundary fault, an important geological division between the geology of the Highlands of Scotland and 

the younger rocks to the South. At the viewpoint the change to the intensive agriculture on the coastal 

plain is obvious. This is developed on readily-workable deep soils on old red sandstone.  

We then stop briefly for coffee opposite the Institute’s farm of Glensaugh where there are experiments 

into agroforestry and a long monitoring site for upland environmental change before going on to 

Fettercairn for a short tour of the distillery. Then we drive on toward the main coastal road (A90), which 

we join at Brechin. Just before joining the main road we pass through the arch of the small market 

village of Edzell. The arch built in 1887 commemorated the deaths of the 13th Earl of Dalhousie and his 

wife coincidently on the same day.  

We then drive onto Dundee and round Dundee to Balruddery (see map and route directions). 

The land use changes greatly into the lowlands and there are areas of specialised covered agriculture, 

mainly for soft fruits that the region around Dundee is famous for. We then drive on to the Balruddery 

site. This takes ~1 hour and involves through the outskirts of the city of Dundee. This is Scotland’s 4th 

city, population ~150,000, once a centre for exploration (Shackleton’s ship the Discovery is here 

complete in the city centre harbour) and for whaling and later for trading e.g. a textile called jute 

was milled here. 
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Knights Templars farmland 



 

 

Feughside Bridge car park. We pass over an old stone bridge on the River Feugh: High DOC system 

and significant control on lower Dee chemistry and hydrology. Also a popular local visitor place to 

watch for jumping Salmon. 

Soil and land cover transect 

Strachan sits approximately on the edge of the Dalradian Schist and the rock changes to granite as we 

go south. The drifts in the river valley are again alluvial, with glaciofluvial deposits of granitic origins and, 

at higher elevations, glacial tills derived from the local granite. As the soil parent materials are similar 

from the valley bottom at Strachan to the top of the Cairn O' Mount in that acid granites or acid schists 

are the major component, then the changes in soil type which occur with the rise in elevation are largely 

due to the changes in climatic conditions and is therefore a good example of a soil toposequence. The 

land use also changes from a mixed arable agriculture in the valley to forest, sheep and grouse moor on 

the middle and upper slopes and finally deer forest near the summit. The glaciofluvial and morainic 

mounds which flank the river valleys have some of the oldest tree 

plantings in the area eg Scots Pine (Pinus Sylvestris) was planted around 

1859. 

Coming up the north side of the hill the soil profiles typically are 

developed on glaciofluvial sands and gravels derived from acid parent 

rocks (granites and schists) and would be classified in the Scottish Soil 

classification system as a humus iron podzol (Soil Survey of Scotland Staff, 

1984) and as ortsteinic, albic, folic podzol (IUSS Working Group WRB, 

2006).   

Stop 3, Distillery 

Stop 1, Cairn O’Mount 

Stop 4, Balruddery, 70 km 

Stop 2, Clatterin’ Brig’ 

The arch at Edzell Class 2 high value coastal farmland 



As we come out of the forest initially onto the moor we pass a ruin on the right before a narrow 

bridge. This is the ‘spittal’ of Glen Dye. Spittal was a hospice or some kind of rest or shelter for 

travellers.  This was a key drove road; droving was the movement of walking cattle across the hills 

from the Dee valley to the busy markets in the coastal market towns. 

Also look at the patterns of burning in the heather. This is done to regenerate the shoots on younger 

regrowth of heather to feed game 

birds (grouse) that form the basis of 

sporting estate shooting revenue.  

The soils at the top by stop 1 have 

deep enough organic horizons to 

classify as peats in the Scottish 

classification system.  

Stop 1. Cairn O’Mount viewpoint 

Discussion points: 

• Land cover change and the 
Highland Boundary fault 

• Scottish Land Capability for Agriculture Mapping and uses 
 

Here we look north at the peatland but south to one of the most 

fertile agricultural areas of Scotland. The Institute’s farm 

Glensaugh extends from the hill top ground on the east of the 

road to the valley and crosses the Highland boundary fault. This is 

the major boundary running at an angle from east to west coasts 

separates between the hard Precambrian and Cambrian 

metamorphic rocks to the North (e.g. the Dalradian supergroup 

of schists, phyllites and slates) and some granites and the later, 

softer sedimentary rocks to the South of the Devonian and 

Carboniferous (e.g. the old red sandstones on which the intensive 

agriculture is based).  

Land Capability for Agriculture Mapping 

The National scale land capability for agriculture map provides information on the types of crops 

that may be grown in different areas dependent on environmental and soil characteristics. 

The land capability for agriculture assessment was carried out in 1981 using data collected between 

1978 and 1981.  The National scale land capability for agriculture map was then created in 1983 at a 

scale of 1:250 000. The map should be cited as: 'Soil Survey of Scotland Staff (1981). Land Capability 

for Agriculture maps of Scotland at a scale of 1:250 000. Macaulay Institute for Soil Research, 

Aberdeen'.  

Access to the Scottish soils resources can be gained at: http://soils.environment.gov.scot/ 

 

http://soils.environment.gov.scot/


Stop 2. The Clatterin’ Brig’ café 
 
Discussion points: 

• The James Hutton Institutes farm Glensaugh – hill ground improvements and the 
Environmental Change Network site. 

• Coffee and tea! 
 

Glensaugh Research Farm and ECN Terrestrial and Freshwater Site. From the coffee stop we can 

see the hill area of the Environmental Change Network site at Glensaugh (ECN - 

http://www.ecn.ac.uk/). The UK Environmental Change Network (ECN) is the UK's long-term, 

integrated environmental monitoring and research programme.  ECN gathers information about the 

pressures on and responses to environmental change in physical, chemical and biological systems.  It 

is supported by a consortium of fourteen sponsoring organisations and seven research 

organisations.  ECN's objectives are: 

 

To establish and maintain a selected network of sites within the UK from which to obtain 

comparable long-term datasets through the monitoring of a range of variables identified as being of 

major environmental importance. 

-To provide for the integration and analysis of these data, so as to identify natural and man-induced 

environmental changes and improve understanding of the causes of change. 

-To distinguish short-term fluctuations from long-term trends, and predict future changes.  

-To provide, for research purposes, a range of representative sites with good instrumentation and 

reliable environmental information. 

 

Data on nine driving and/or response variables are collected at this site in accordance with set 

protocols for the Terrestrial ECN sites. Additional data, also collected to strictly defined protocols, is 

collected as part of the Freshwater Environmental change Monitoring. It has collected biological 

records and fortnightly soil solution, stream water, atmospheric deposition chemistry and 

continuous discharge since 1993. 

http://www.ecn.ac.uk/


 

 





 

 



 



  



Glensaugh agroforestry experiments (1988-2001). 

Agroforestry is a system of land management which combines livestock farming and forestry: trees 

are grown for timber on the same land as that used for animal production. The growing of trees on 

farms diversifies and sustains production leading to increased social, economic and environmental 

benefits for land users at all levels. 

Silvopastoral agroforestry is a system in which trees are planted at wide spacing into grazed, 

permanent pastures. Silvopastoral agroforestry is also known as wood pasture. 

Silvopastoral agroforestry has been shown in the UK to provide a number of benefits to farmers. 

With good management, trees can be grown to produce timber (or for firewood, craftwork, artwork) 

with no reduction, or only a small reduction, in agricultural production from the same piece of land. 

This compares with more conventional farm forestry in which land must be allocated separately to 

woodland, resulting in a loss of agricultural area and agricultural production. The total return from 

the land is, therefore, potentially greater from agroforestry, although the required level of 

management input is greater than in conventional systems. 

Benefits 

• Agroforestry provides both biodiversity and landscape benefits. 

• Creates welfare benefits to grazing livestock through the provision of shelter and shade. 

• Tree shelter can encourage better pasture growth. 

• Generates new opportunities for wildlife.  

• Recreates historical landscapes, similar in appearance to the traditional forests in which 

animals grazed. 

Agroforestry research plots were planted at Glensaugh in 1988. Three tree species were selected 

and planted at different densities to compare their performance. 

• Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris) planted at a density of 400 trees per hectare. 

• Hybrid Larch (Larix eurolepis) planted at a density of 100, 200 and 400 trees per hectare 

(lower densities have now been felled). 

• Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus) planted at density of 100 and 400 trees per hectare. 

• Control plots planted at conventional forestry densities of 2,500 trees per hectare. 

• Commercial ewes, with lambs at foot in spring and early summer, are grazed in and around 

the trees between April and November. 

Results: By the time the experiment ended in 2001, there was no measurable reduction in sheep 

output, although production of grass in closed canopy plots of larch and sycamore has subsequently 

declined. In addition, a new timber source had been created and a positive impact made on the 

landscape, and its biodiversity value. 

Ongoing: Suckler cows were introduced to the Scots Pine plot in 2008 as part of an experimental 

grazing project to determine what benefits tree pasture will bring for the cattle and to identify any 

disadvantages to the trees. 

More details: http://www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/glensaugh_infosheet.pdf 

http://www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/glensaugh_infosheet.pdf


 

  



Stop 3. Fettercairn distillery 

Situated under the Grampian foothills in the Howe of Mearns, Fettercairn town’s name is loosely 

based on the phrase "the foot of the mountain". Fettercairn Distillery was founded in 1824 by 

Alexander Ramsay, owner of the Fasque estate, who converted a corn mill at Nethermill into a 

distillery. After losing his fortune, Alexander was forced to sell the estate to the Gladstone family in 

1829. John Gladstone’s son William Gladstone, went on to become Prime Minister and Chancellor of 

the Exchequer and was instrumental in passing various reforms on the taxation of whisky. In 1973 

Whyte & Mackay acquired Fettercairn distillery and it has remained with the company since. 

 

As we drive from Fettercairn to the A90: Class 2 farmland 

Here we can see typical management and cropping. 

Scottish production in Eastern Scotland (taken from nfus.org.uk) 

Cereals: Cereal farms are concentrated in the east of the country where the best quality land tends 

to be found.  In 2016, 462,000 hectares of cereals and oilseeds were grown in Scotland. 286,000 

hectares of barley were grown and 110,000 hectares of wheat.  There were 31,000 hectares of oats 

and 30,000 hectares of oilseed rape. 

1.9 million tonnes of barley were produced and one million tonnes of wheat were produced in 2015. 

More than 12% of the UK cereal area was grown in Scotland. The UK is the third largest cereal 

producer in the EU after France and Germany. 

The main cereal crop in Scotland is barley and 28% of the UK’s barley area is in Scotland. 35% of it 

goes into malting. 55% goes for animal feed. There are two types of barley: winter barley is sown in 

the autumn and spring barley is sown in March or April. 80% of the Scottish crop is spring barley. 

Milling wheats grown in Scotland are mainly used for biscuit making. Wheat is also used in distilling 

and for animal feed. 

Potatoes: Most of the seed potatoes for the UK potato industry are grown in Scotland. In 2016, just 

under 28,000 hectares of potatoes were grown in Scotland. Scottish potato output was over 1.03 

million tonnes in 2015. 

Oilseed Rape:  Scotland's farmers produced over 148,000 tonnes of oilseed rape in 2015. Oilseed 

rape goes towards producing oil for cooking but also for producing biofuels. 

Fruit and Vegetables: There are 21,000 hectares of vegetables and soft fruit grown in Scotland. 

Scottish producers produce more than 2900 tonnes of raspberries and 25,000 tonnes of 

strawberries; 231,000 tonnes of carrots; 64,000 tonnes of turnips; 34,000 tonnes of peas and 14,000 

tonnes of Brussels. Soft fruit production tends to be concentrated in fertile areas, for example 

Tayside and Angus. 

 

 



Stop 4: The Centre for Sustainable Cropping and the Balruddery IBZ  

The postcode for the Balruddery farm is:  DD2 5LL (ie that’s what UK sat navs work from). 

The Centre for Sustainable Cropping Platform is based at Balruddery Farm near Dundee, Scotland 

and is run by the James Hutton Institute.  The farm platform comprises a 42 ha block of six fields, 

established in 2009 to integrate cross-disciplinary research on sustainability in arable ecosystems. 

The platform provides a whole systems framework for designing and testing cropping systems to 

optimise yield and environmental health for long-term food security. We aim to enhance 

biodiversity for ecosystem services, and reduce the environmental footprint of crop production by 

minimising losses and increasing the efficiency of resource use. 

 It is the first of its scale in the UK and provides an open research facility to test and demonstrate the 

economic, ecological and environmental trade-offs in sustainable land management over many 

decades. 

Access to all the resources of design, layout, publications and the data are available at: 

http://csc.hutton.ac.uk/ 

 

  

http://csc.hutton.ac.uk/


 



 



 



 















 

  



Directions: Fettercairn to Balruddery DISTANCES IN KM 

 

 



 

 

 

  



Directions Balruddery to Aberdeen airport (beware peak time traffic in Aberdeen ~5pm, but there’s 

plenty of time allowed!). DISTANCES IN MILES I FORGOT TO CONVERT IT! 

 

 



 

 


