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Alison Barclay’s picture of temperature 

inversion (taken on Allermuir on an 

autumn day) reminds us that sometimes 

the best place to be is on the hilltops 
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I am delighted to write the introduction to this edition of the Pentland Post.  As you will know, I 

handed over the chairmanship role to John Surtees in May 2016 at our AGM.  John is well known to 

all of us Friends of the Pentlands.  He was an energetic and excellent Secretary for several years 

before passing this burden to John Stirling, who gave me the Chairmanship in his stead.  Now the 

two Johns are back in charge and they make a great team.  I wish them every good fortune and 

continuing success for the Friends of the Pentlands. 

Life is much quieter for me now.  My email address remains the same, but it handles much less 

FotP  traffic!   Instead I am dealing with emails of Scottish Gun Club business, as I am now their Vice 

President.  I find myself frequently deputising for a very busy President, often called away abroad in 

his full-time job.  Weekly club shooting nights and inter-club matches have replaced FotP Board 

Meetings, walks, talks and tea-and-cakes days for the most part, but Anne and I shall still be seen at 

some of the Friends’ events, I can promise you.  These are always most enjoyable. 

There are so many members and friends I would like to thank for support and commitment during 

these past years.  The Friends’ achievements are truly remarkable: paths and board walks, plinths, 

publications and maps, walks, way-marking, talks, refreshments, tree-planting, litter-picking, 

planning guidance, work parties, youth activities and access events.  You can all take a well-earned 

bow for your efforts. 

Hopefully the future will include the continuity of familiar tasks and also provide some new 

challenges in the Pentland Hills.  The Friends of the Pentlands charity is flourishing in all respects, 

and is in very good hands with the two Johns at the helm. 

Best wishes to you all! 

Retiring Chairman Mike 
White writes his farewell 
“View from Scald Law” 



New View from Scald Law 

First of all I must take the opportunity, on behalf of all members and the board, to thank Mike White 
for his invaluable contribution over so many years. Mike was a founder member of the Friends and 
has been a trustee ever since, culminating in his taking on the role of Chairman for the past two years. 
Well done indeed Mike. 

Secondly, I would like to say I was very pleased to have been elected by the board as Chairman of the 
Friends of the Pentlands following Mike’s standing down from the board. I joined the Friends in 2005, 
having been persuaded by my wife that our garden at home had probably received enough 
immediate post-retirement punishment, and it was time to take my enthusiasm elsewhere! The call of 
rustic and satisfying outdoor work with the fledgling Friends was most appealing after almost 40 years 
working in offices. 

The Pentland Hills have played a big part in our family life since we moved to Edinburgh, almost 30 
years ago.  Luckily we’ve always had wonderful views of the hills to enjoy from our home, and it has 
been a simple move to lift eyes up to the hills. In those early days it was a joy to be able to take the 
children out so easily on great Pentland expeditions and to get rid of all that surplus energy. Fast 
forward a few years and the hills were always there when the need for some peace and quiet arose! 

In more recent times it’s been very rewarding to be able to introduce my young grandsons to the 
Pentlands. It’s made me reflect just how transgenerational hills are, and it’s great to see more and 
more young people using them. The Friends are increasingly working alongside younger volunteers 
and long may that continue. With additional energy levels we’ve accomplished quite a list of very 
worthwhile tasks!  For an organisation the size of the Friends, I’ve always thought its range of 
activities was quite remarkable, as is the commitment and willingness of all its volunteer members to 
work for the public good. 

It really is the case that we offer “Something for Everyone”. 

Incoming Chairman John 

Surtees about to chair his first 

Board meeting in Swanston Golf 

Club 



A Day in the Life of a Work Party 

Dennis convened a work party for tasks in the Harlaw area on the 9th of August.  At 10 o’clock 
Hamish, Clerk of Works for the day, told the 12 volunteers (Friends and Balerno Ramblers) what 
lay ahead. I listened in to the briefing as an embedded journalist. 

Ian was allocated 3 
workers:  another 
Ian, Arthur and Bill. 
His tasks were to 
plant saplings near 
Harlaw Reservoir, 
then give Poet’s Glen 
a “haircut”.  The 
rowan saplings were 
to be placed so as to 
discourage wild 
camping at a 
sensitive spot, and 
the haircut was a 
trim of all vegetation 

by the side of the paths in the glen.  I caught up with them on the path by the reservoir, between 
these tasks.  (If Arthur looks slightly glum, it is because a passing black Lab had just snatched his 
piece of cake.) 

Hamish took the main party to Threipmuir, where drains were to be cleared, run-off channels 
created and path-side vegetation cleared.  Some of the team cleared plastic drains with a 
plumber’s flexible rod, while others worked their way along the path, weeding and snipping.  I 
spoke to a Balerno Rambler:  “We are delighted to join these work parties, as we are in the hills so 
often and it’s nice to give something back” she said.  Further tidying of paths at Red Moss and the 
bird hide lay ahead for this squad. 

It’s good for hills to have friends! David Syme

Hamish and Ian 
discuss  “who goes 
where, in whose car, 
to do what” and the 
plan for the day is 
agreed. 



What else goes on in our hills?   By David Syme 

Up, Up and Away! 

One breezy Sunday morning in late July, I was striding along the path from Harlaw to Maiden’s Cleugh 
when I caught up with two men.  Each carried a daysack and a long, thin, padded sleeve.  Martin and 
Eric are members of Forth Valley Soarers, and they were carrying their model gliders up to Harbour 
Hill.  “We have been on the go since the 70s,” said Martin.  “There are about 20 of us.  No motors, of 
course.  We rely on air currents to fly our aircraft.  We use Hillend, Castlelaw and Harbour Hill 
depending on wind direction.  Our only problem is in knowing when they are shooting at Castlelaw, as 
they are not as diligent with flag use as they used to be.”   

I looked over to Harbour Hill, where another enthusiast was already preparing his glider for flight.  The 
wind was ideal for flying the gliders, and views over the Forth Valley were magnificent.   

I was delighted to meet people enjoying yet another sport in our Pentland Hills. 

NB - Their excellent website is: www.forthvalleysoarers.org.uk 

Apiculture 

Close to where this picture was taken in August were 12 beehives.  Heather honey, anyone? 



Picture Gallery 

Art in the Park 
Colinton 
4th September 

Linda Stirling  (R)
Carol Surtees (C) and 
Joan Colquhoun (L)  
ready to greet 
potential new 
members. 

Several visitors 
chatted to us and 
showed strong 
interest in joining 
FoP.

The end of the Way!  A small group of members and friends reaches the Swanston stell to complete 

the third and final section of The Pentland Way.  (Our new Chairman, far right) 



 

 

                        Protecting and Enhancing... 

 

A work party in 

spring sets about 

repairing the path 

and drystane dyke at 

Badinsgill.   

 

Many hands make 

light work and soon 

John Stirling (below) 

can take a satisfied 

look at the finished 

job. 



 

Friends of the Pentlands have supplied 8 
kestrel nesting boxes for various sites 
throughout the Pentlands.  We supplied 
the materials and the boxes were 
constructed by female inmates of 
Saughton Prison. Further boxes are 
planned for next year. 
 
It was satisfying for some of our 
members to see the boxes inhabited, 
and to witness the chicks being ringed. 

 

Conserving.... 

Thanks to Lothian and Borders Raptor Study Group for their co-operation in this project. 



A Chat about Pentlands Wildlife 

Ptolemy McKinnon, member of Edinburgh Natural History Society, studied Wildlife Ecology and 
Conservation at Edinburgh, and has lived in the city for five and a half years. I met up with him in 
Marchmont to discuss aspects of the ecology of the Pentlands. Ptolemy is very interested in birds (he 
is working on a blue tit project on Dalmeny Estate at present) and enthused about some of the 
Pentlands bird life. You can observe goldcrests near Bonaly, he told me, while meadow pipit, 
greenshank, snipe, dotterel, ravens and grouse can be seen on the open moorland, occasionally 
wheatear and whinchat in the summer months. He noted that lapwing and curlew, which were 
previously to be seen in numbers, have almost abandoned our hills; kestrel and merlin populations are 
also limited. 

                                                                  

Foxes seem to have developed a taste for urban living; Ptolemy has seen more in Marchmont than in 
the hills, but he thinks it may not be long before Red Squirrels are seen in the Pentlands. Colonies are 
known to be in Fife and near Falkirk, so why not Bonaly? He has seen Green Hairstreak butterflies near 
the Borestane, where blaeberry plants provide an ideal habitat. 

Before we parted, Ptolemy told me that the Natural History Museum at Tring, Hertfordshire, is well 
worth a visit to anyone interested in wildlife. It is now on my “to do” list. 

Thank you, Ptolemy, for a fascinating conversation.   David Syme 

Help!  I am lost in the Pentlands near some stones!  Can anyone tell me where I am? 
Answer on Page 12. 

Meadow Pipit Greenshank Raven Red Squirrel 



Watershed Walk 
By David Syme 

 
They say there is a farm on a ridge in Germany’s Black Forest where the rain which falls onto the 
front of the roof goes into a drain... into a stream... a river... then the Rhine and the North Sea.  
Water which falls onto the back of the roof goes into another drain... another stream and 
eventually the Danube and the Black Sea.  This is the European watershed.  The Pentlands are not 
nearly as grand in scale, but a walker who values watersheds can follow a route which includes the 
divides between four river systems.  Here it is: 
 

Take the A70 and park near Crosswood 
Reservoir.  The water from this reservoir’s 
catchment flows into the Crosswood Burn; 
lower down it becomes the Camilty Water, then 
Linnhouse Burn before joining the Almond to 
reach the Forth at Cramond.  A short walk east 
over Torweaving Hill brings you to the upper 
valley of the Water of Leith, which heads for 
Leith through Harperrig, down to Balerno and 
through the city  – watershed number one. 
 
Using a dyke then fence as a handrail, head 

further east towards Wolf’s Crag. As you pass over the slopes of Colzium Hill, you are in the 
extreme edge of the catchment of the Crosswood Burn again, but it would be difficult to point to 
the actual watershed, so lacking in feature is the terrain.  At the southernmost end of Colzium Hill, 
a gully with small pools of water leads to the rocky cleft of Wolf’s Crag; soon the pools join to form 
a burn, which is the headwater of the Baddinsgill Burn.  This makes its way down to West Linton 
and becomes the Lyne Water, flowing down to the Tweed and the North Sea at Berwick  – number 

Ruined Cottage on Torweaving Hill 

Wolf’s Crag from the south 

Southwest of Wolf’s Crag lies the hill of 
Craigengar (516m), which separates Tweed 
water from the burns which feed the other 
famous Borders river, the Clyde.  The southern 
flanks of Craigengar drain into Medwin Water 
which flows east, then south and eventually 
west before joining the Clyde near Lanark.  The 
shallow saddle between the two tops of 
Craigengar is watershed number three.   
 
Follow the fence line down from the hill’s 
western top to Raven’s Cleugh.  It is tempting 
to follow the bonny Medwin downstream, but 
you must turn west up to the headwaters.  
Sheep trails take you into one of the most 
remote corners of the Pentlands until you see a 
line of marker posts. 



These show the indistinct route between Crosswood and West Linton.  Follow the line north-west over 

Sergeant Law and you can look down over watershed number four.  The reedy trickles of the Medwin 

drain east, but the rivulet heading west becomes Adder Burn, which joins the Clyde by way of the North 

Medwin.  The saddle between Sergeant Law and Henshaw Hill forms the fifth and final watershed; be-

yond it you are back in the Crosswood catchment.  

This walk is 15 km long, and is a wild one with more off than on paths.  Between the hills are soggy, ankle

-twisting marshes and the reedy clumps, moss cushions and wiry heather make for slow progress.  It took 

me four and a half hours.  Perhaps it is best undertaken on a crisp winter’s day with a firm blanket of old 

snow.  However, it is a walk with geographical interest - crossing five watersheds.  The ridge in the Black 

Forest has only one. 

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo 

Gardening Report  by Esmee Yuille 
 

The hard work and enthusiasm of the team of eight gardeners is certainly showing results.  All 
areas of the Harlaw garden are looking attractive and cared-for, set off by the grass areas which 
are regularly cut. 
 
The border under the flagpole is at its best now, thanks to some judicious pruning and cutting 
back.  The nectar border has been particularly colourful this year, and the honeysuckle is thriving.  
Thanks to some hard digging by one member of the work squad, the middle border in front of the 
coppiced area has been cleared of grasses, roots and weeds and is a work in progress, with many 
new bee-friendly flowers added.  Ox-eye daisies and tansy have been moved here from the 
sensory bed, and daffodils moved to the corner behind the willow seat.  The bluebell bulbs have 
been carefully collected, to be re-planted next spring. 
 
The herb garden has been extensively stocked with plants from “The Secret Herb Garden” and by 
next year should be a lovely tapestry of colour.  We are considering sourcing attractive, weather-
proof name-plates for this border.  The raised sensory border has also been well stocked with 
plants from “The Secret Herb Garden” and by next year should, we hope, have a wide variety of 
plants to smell and touch. 
 
The work squad is on standby to improve the paths to the compost heaps.  This will assist access 
to this valuable resource, which will also serve as a demonstration of how compost heaps can, 
and should, be used. 
 
An attempt in August to monitor the different species of bumble bees in the garden under the 
tutelage of David Adamson was unsuccessful.  Sadly, adverse weather had kept the bees out of 
sight that day. 
 
As team leader, I wish to thank all team members for their support, hard work and enthusiasm for 
this project.  



Snippets by David Syme

At the Flotterstone Inn in August, I read a Police notice which warned of car theft at Pentlands access 
points.  This was a painful reminder, as my car was damaged and goods stolen 20 years ago at the 
Flotterstone park.  I had reversed the car into a space at the perimeter, and the thief had forced open 
the boot from concealment.  Now I always park facing the perimeter – it might just help. 

Several “paths” in the southern area of the Pentlands are actually Right of Way routes but don’t have a 
clear path.  The route is shown by a series of marker posts – fine in good visibility but not so in bad. 
Many of us enjoy the challenge of navigating with map and compass, but any mistake could be punished 
with a long walk out.  OS Locate is a new app, free to iPhone and Android users, which gives a compass 
bearing, an 8-digit grid reference and even an altitude reading, and would be a useful thing to have on a 
misty day. 

An eagle in the Pentlands?  There have been unconfirmed reports of a sighting by a birdwatcher.  As 
eagles nest not far to the south, it is possible that one came to look at our hills.  Anyone know more 
about this? 

Bug Hotel now open for guests!  This splendid 3-storey structure 
was built by pupils from Woodlands School and enjoys a peaceful 
location at Harlaw.   

As it would not do to disturb the hotel to check occupancy, 
we can only hope that it has a healthy, grateful clientele. 

Forthcoming events.  Rather than write them here, I encourage anyone unsure of what we have lined up 
for the rest of this year to go to our newly-upgraded website pentlandfriends.org.uk, where they will find 
an Events list.  

Thanks! 

Firstly, thanks to all who contributed to this edition of Pentland Post.  I am very grateful for all articles 
and photographs from members, and know that a lively postbag (to davidsyme@hotmail.com) results in 
a lively magazine. 

Secondly, a huge thank you to all who sent in photographs for the 2017 calendar.  It will be very difficult 
to select only one for each month and one for the front cover.  I am confident that we will have an 
excellent calendar which will remind us each month how fortunate we are to have the Pentland Hills.   

Answer to the question on Page 9 

You are on the summit of Bell’s Hill 




