TURNING THE TIDE OF TRADITION
Conservation Photographer, Peter Cairns,
visits the Alladale Wilderness Reserve and
discovers heartening changes.

W

hen I first drove through the gates
to Alladale Estate back in 2003,
long before rewilding was even a

conversation, the pioneering birches, willows
and rowans emerging around the scattering
of ageing pines, set my pulse racing. Today
the sign on the gate is very different. Passing
through the entrance of Alladale Wilderness
Reserve, it’s obvious that the trees have grown,
the understorey is flourishing and the cascading
Alladale River shaded by young alders, is even
more impressive than I remember. My pulse
races anew.
The last sixteen years have been a roller coaster for
this 23,000-acre slice of Sutherland. Purchased by
eco-philanthropist Paul Lister to satisfy his vision to
create an African-style game reserve, complete with
a full suite of native predators, the Reserve has been
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plagued by endless sensationalist headlines dubbing

need to be slightly mad if you want to turn the tide of

both species could make a living in this landscape as

him as ‘the Wolfman of the Highlands’. Alladale has

tradition. But what of Innes? What has changed for

they once did.

struggled to shake off its reputation as a vanity

the wary young man with the icy stare? “He opened

project fuelled by a well-meaning but misguided

my eyes. He took the blinkers off. Paul Lister was

Alladale Lodge has been completely refurbished to

entrepreneur. Scratch beneath the surface however,

willing to invest in me, and I was lucky to travel to

welcome a new generation of guests. Ditto Deanic

and a very different story starts to emerge.

see what the world looked like beyond the Alladale

Lodge, one of Scotland’s most remote habitable

horizon.”

buildings. Both lodges, along with two spectacular
self-catering cottages, run sustainably for half the

I first shook hands with Innes MacNeill not long after
Paul Lister took charge. Innes was one of the estate’s

I spent some time with Innes in those early years and

year off the Reserve’s hydropower scheme. This is

deerstalkers, and he struck me as a steely, suspicious

always sensed that he was conflicted. “Dead right, I

not yet what Paul Lister set out to achieve, but the

young man who found himself surrounded by new

was. The estate took me on as a trainee gamekeeper,

journey is well underway.

voices with very different ideas about how this

and I understood that shooting foxes and crows was

traditional estate should be run. Fast-forward to the

beneficial to other wildlife. I worked for the English

As an interested observer, I feel that Alladale’s

present day and Innes has evolved into the Reserve

gentry stalking deer, fishing salmon and shooting

most under-celebrated contribution has been the

Manager. Although we’ve enjoyed plenty of banter

grouse – that was my world. Then all of a sudden,

thousands of visitors, who have spent money in the

over the years, I am eager to understand his personal

here’s a guy that does none of the above. Paul Lister

area and in many cases, have fallen under the spell of

journey.

had a mountain bike in the gunroom, not a set of

this special place - from journalists to school children

rifles. He wore t-shirts and trainers, not tweeds. And

and everyone in between. There’s no doubt that

“Looking back, my first feeling about Paul Lister was

by the way, he always insisted he was ‘Paul and not

Lister’s ability to infect people of all nationalities and

that he was mad.” Innes is deadly serious, “and a few

‘Mr Lister’.”

cultural backgrounds with his aspirational vision, has
been a key element in not only Alladale’s journey but

months in, when he presented his vision to the local
Deer Management Group, they thought he was mad

Beyond the wolf stories and beneath the press

the wider discussion around Scotland’s ecologically

too. Don’t worry, they told me, this guy will be gone in

radar, Alladale Wilderness Reserve has certainly not

degraded landscape.

a year or two with his tail between his legs.”

been idle. A million native trees have been planted,
hundreds of peatland ditches have been blocked, red

Servicing the needs of guests and visitors is Alladale’s

Not surprisingly to those who know him, Paul Lister

squirrels have been reintroduced, wildcats have bred,

ten full-time staff, along with a range of local

hasn’t gone anywhere. And we could argue that you

deer numbers brought more in line with the carrying

contractors and suppliers. Ecological restoration,

capacity of the land. There have been pioneering

or rewilding, is beneficial for people in this part of

trials with wild boar and European elk to explore how

Scotland.
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The office phone rings continuously, and a string of
staff knock on the door all demanding Innes’ attention. It’s a busy place, but he presses on: “I remember
being horrified when we started planting trees as I
realised we were going to lose valuable stalking
ground. Looking back, I wish we’d have planted even
more. Our guests love to see red squirrels and pine
martens and listen to the birdsong in the woods.
Many of these people don’t have that opportunity,
and we shouldn’t underestimate its impact. That’s
not to say I don’t think there’s a role for hunting,
shooting and fishing, but beyond Alladale, as a country, we’ve got to start reinvesting in this landscape
so that there’s a wider benefit. Valuing land solely
according to what you can kill on it is crazy.”
In what might seem a radical move given the Reserve’s history and its continual need to reduce deer
numbers to aid habitat restoration, last year Alladale
stopped offering commercial deerstalking. “We made
the decision together,” says Innes. “Paul wants to
focus on attracting a broader range of visitors who
come to enjoy Alladale’s wildness. We now handle
deer management within the team.”
That wildness takes time to re-establish, especially
in this weather-beaten corner of the Highlands. “My
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head is full of ideas, and I understand that Paul wants

Discussions over deer numbers are never far away.

to see Alladale changing and fast. But it took us sev-

“We’ve been culling harder than anyone else in the

eral hundred years to create what we see today, and

North Ross Deer Management Group, and that isn’t

it will take us that time to create something different,

always well received, but things are changing. Slowly

something better. We need to be patient.”

we’re moving from talk around deer management
in isolation to more progressive discussions about

While 23,000-acres is a massive chunk of ground,

managing the land and the systems that govern it.”

what happens at Alladale is impacted upon by
neighbouring estates, almost all of which are com-

Alladale’s inability to fully persuade its neighbours

mited to traditional deer stalking and fishing.

about the merits of a different approach has

undoubtedly slowed progress, but Innes is philosophical. “This project is for the long term. We’ve made lots
of mistakes, and we continue to learn. We’re slowly
making improvements to this landscape, and as we
do, we’re committed to sharing our knowledge and
experience with others. Paul is always keen to welcome land managers here, whether they agree with
what we’re doing or not.”
So, what of the future? What do the next 20 years
hold for Innes MacNeill? “I love Alladale, and Paul
often takes advantage of that!” Innes smiles and then
reflects, looking out at one of the most spectacular
views from any office window. “Most estates
hereabouts are still influenced by Victorian values, so
we’re still in the minority. The next 20 years could be
really exciting, and I hope that many of our neighbours will become more open-minded, especially the
younger generation who have a huge opportunity if,
like me, they’re given the platform.”
For now, Alladale is focusing on more habitat
restoration. “We need at least 50,000 acres for
wolves,” says Innes. “That’s still part of the story, but
there’s so much more that we can do. I want to see
more trees, more red squirrels; I want to see curlew
back in the glen as well as wildcats. I also want to see
people working and enjoying Alladale.”
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There’s another knock on the door and Neil, one of
the Reserve’s young rangers, looks at Innes
impatiently, like a son waiting for his father to play
football. Innes pushes his chair back, and he’s off. “It’s
certainly never boring here!”
As I drive away, I reflect on the progression of
someone who has come to value this landscape
very differently; someone who now talks freely about
‘natural capital’ and ‘visitor experience.’ Paul Lister
may have removed the blinkers, but Innes MacNeill
has shed his own shackles.

Learn more about Alladale Wilderness
Reserve here.
Learn more about the European Nature
Trust here.
Join a Rewilding Retreat at Alladale here.
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