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Foreword

Mature elms are a long forgotten sight in most of the United Kingdom
following the ravages of Dutch elm disease in the mid 1970s. Forty
years later the disease has sadly found its way to the Black Isle. The
Scotch elm was not, as we hoped, immune. Not as generally recognisable
as the oak or the ash, the Scotch (or wych) elm is dominant in the woods
around Cromarty and the South Sutor. They are, once you begin to
notice them, magnificent, characterful, extraordinary. And they now
stand out from the trees around them because they are, one by one, dying.
Our sweet chestnuts are also reaching the end of their lives. These trees,
with their massive, spiralling trunks are near the northernmost limits
of their range and cling stubbornly to the exposed slopes of the South
Sutor. They have lived for hundreds of years and are relics of plantations that must have taken thousands of hours of labour to establish.
A historian’s instinct is to record and preserve. While we cannot
stop nature taking its course with these historic trees, we can at least
record and memorialise them. But a photograph – a snapshot of a
moment in time – does little to capture the essence of an ancient tree.
Ian’s portraits of trees are the fruit of his own distinctive powers of
observation and a painstaking process of polishing and waxing copper
plates, drawing and refining, choosing inks and papers to build up,
stage by stage, a series of methodical and romantic images which do
full justice to these trees’ venerable and struggling existences.
We were fascinated by Ian’s tree pictures when we first came
across them and we are delighted to have been able to commission
him to capture these fading glories of Cromarty’s treescape.

John & Lucy Nightingale

AGAIN TREE – ELM 2017 etching, 61 x 40cm, edition 10

Cromarty Estate

In the 1750s John Urquhart of Cromarty’s surveyor and garden designer,
John May, prepared ambitious plans for planting woodland on the
Cromarty estate: his plan of 1753 shows the Gallow’s Hill above the
Castle with a spiral ride to the top and twelve radiating avenues from
the summit which offered views of the surrounding county towns
and mansions in Moray, Nairn and Easter Ross. The old orchard and
ground around Cromarty castle were prepared for nurseries to plant
Cromarty Hill with commercial woodland and to provide hedging for
the creation of fields. Many conifers were planted immediately – they
were sown directly rather than raised in nurseries.
A planting list of 1756 lists 136,363
136,363 trees which were being raised in the
nurseries. These included 34,296 oaks, 29,300 Scotch elm, 27,469 thorns,
20,089 ashes, 12,086 hollies, 6,552 beech, 3,706 planes, and hundreds of
English elm, limes, maple, yews, geans, laburnum and rowan.
Sweet chestnuts are not among the trees mentioned in the nursery
lists and those on the Cromarty estate must be older – they are likely
to have been planted in the 1600s or early 1700s.
The Cromarty estate was advertised for sale in 1763, and described
as planted with ‘an million and a half’ best forest trees. The purchaser,
George Ross, after he bought the estate, oversaw the planting of
Cromarty Hill with hardwoods between 1768 and 1772, when the
softwoods planted in the 1750s were at the right height to give
protection while allowing for the growth of the new trees.
At the end of the century the 1794 Statistical Account of Scotland
describes how the hill of Cromarty was ‘covered with firs and forest
trees of all kinds, and beautifully interspersed with delightful walks;
the grandeur of the prospect from many parts of this hill or south Sutor,
is beyond description… and constitutes, upon the whole, the most
beautiful variety of land and water that is to be met with in Britain.’
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John Douglas,
Douglas, PLAN OF GALLOWS HILL PLANTATION,
N 1823 (Cromarty Estate Archive)

Cromarty Trees

‘Etching is an angry
process to me, especially
working in black and
white. It is a grittier
process than drawing
or painting – the use of
acid creating deep,
strong contrasts.’

Etching is a form of printmaking which evolved in 15th century
Germany and has changed little since. Dürer, Rembrandt. Goya and
Degas were brilliant exponents of the technique and when Westacott
makes a mark or carefully inks and wipes a plate before printing, he
is historically connected to that long line of artists. He is a master
printmaker of great technical ability, allowing his knowledge to free
up the printed image so it appears effortless.
In his work, Westacott rarely uses photos or preparatory sketches,
preferring to rely on the image directly in front of him and on his
memory. He carries his etching plates to his subjects and works from
life. Back in the studio he slowly builds on the lines, incorporating
any marks already on the plate. ‘I’m obsessed with line’ he says, ‘it’s
the clarity and transparency of the etched line which makes drawing
come alive for me’.
‘My previous etchings of trees have been of those of great note
because of their size, age, historical significance or because they have
a story attached to them,’ he says, ‘but this project demanded a
different approach to engage with the modesty of these trees rather
than their notoriety or significance in other ways. These are special to
the community, to the world in a local sense. Grouped in and around
the special town of Cromarty, many of the elms and chestnuts were
planted sympathetically to develop the Cromarty Estate; others
formed naturally.
‘I walked everywhere around the estate to view and get ideas of how
I was going to approach the project. Initially, I made sketches of shapes,
made notes and built them up as an iterative process unfolded, each
one developing with each visit as I worked directly onto the plates.
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NIGG TREE – ELM 2017-18 etching, 41 x 61cm, edition 10
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‘The references to life
and death tend to be
a consistent thread
throughout my work.’

‘I didn’t really understand about Dutch Elm Disease until I saw
these great trees dying in front of me over the two and a half years
I spent recording them as etchings. I saw how they were under such
real threat, struggling to survive. The sweet chestnuts I saw as
barometers of the environment.
‘As the project continued, I found threads of meaning between
what I was drawing and life. This made the object or objects more
than simply trees.
‘I came to love the things about Cromarty that reflected the
historical logic of the geology of the place: the two Sutors and the
raised beaches above the Reeds Park held a particular fascination for
me. I thought of the cataclysmic effort of the glacier pushing out of
what is now the entrance to the firth and how Glen Wyvis still has an
effect on the local climate.’
Ian Westacott / Jeremy Price

Ian Westacott was born and brought up in Myrtleford, in the foothills of the
Australian Alps in Victoria. He studied at Victorian College of the Arts, Australia.
He was International Visiting Artist at Aberdeen City Art Gallery, Scotland,
Aberystwyth Art Centre, Wales and at La Couriére et Frélaut studio, Paris.
He is currently participating in the Lake Mungo desert project organised by the
Art Vault, Mildura, Australia. He has exhibited widely in Australia and the UK.
Ian lives with his artist wife Sue Jane Taylor in the Highlands of Scotland where
he has a small print studio.
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Ian Westacott

Owl Tree

Creating this very positive image was a magical experience
for me. This simple and seemingly ordinary tree became
sophisticated and complicated as the process went on.
Its branches became limbs and the tree formed a life for me,
evocative of things in my own personal life.
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Owl Tree – Elm 2017 etching, 44 x 35cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

World Tree

I find this elm fascinating. There seems to be a world of ideas
within its growth. The yin and the yang seem to exist: as one
branch grows up, another grows down. The branches are black
on one side, white on another. And a face is formed by the
branches around a negative space – the eye, nose, chin and hair
are clearly delineated. I felt a sense of other-worldliness in this
tree: universality, the spiritual and dreaminess.
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WORLD TREE – ELM 2017 etching, 61 x 40cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Owl Tree
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VIKING
G TREE – SWEET CHESTNUT 2017-18 etching-plate tone, 40 x 80cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Weeping Tree

I drew this tree over a two-year period and during the process
the tree died. The smaller branches and twigs dipped, touching
the ground and these extremities died first. By the end of the
process they had begun to fall off. It was poignant, like an
artist drawing a loved one on their death bed, capturing the
tragic and protracted last moments.
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WEEPING TREE – ELM 2017-18 etching, 40 x 60cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Skeleton Trees

These dead life forms appear to have caught Dutch Elm
Disease. When I first saw them, below me was a field of sheep,
many of which were shedding wool. The whiteness of the wool
and the lambs around them seemed to have a symmetry with
the trees.

18

19

SKELETON TREES – ELMS 2017 etching, 61 x 40cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Wild Tree

This sweet chestnut within the group on the road to the South
Sutor, confounds people because of its position and form. The
process used here was an aquatint and spit bite – using acid on
the plate which eats into it, creating a different visual image.
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WILD TREE – SWEET CHESTNUT 2017 etching, 40 x 60cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Cromarty Trees

These elms are within the grounds of Cromarty House, visible from
the causeway on the bank beyond the sandstone wall. All five are
dying, the largest is just hanging on and this to me was the last
image of the project, the last image of these magnificent trees.
It took me two plates to create the entire image, twice the size
of most of the other etchings. I felt a sense of history in this last
image. In England, Constable, Turner and even Hockney painted
some magnificent trees which have now gone and in the same
way, I was right up close to the biggest tree knowing that this,
too, would be gone. I could see it happening in front of me and
knew I was capturing part of the history of this estate.
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DESCENDING TREES– ELM 2017-18 etching, 60 x 80cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

Leaning Tree

This fabulous, barky, lumpy tree is full of human and animal
forms – hands, elbows and shapes. It is all a sweet chestnut has
to offer. It is my favourite sweet chestnut and I was captivated
by the fantastical, surreal and biomorphic shapes.
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LEANING
LE
ANING TREE – SWEET CHESTNUT 2017-18 etching, 60 x 40cm, edition 10

Ian Westacott

House Tree

Within the grounds of Cromarty House, I found this battle-weary
sweet chestnut, alive but suffering from a hard life with parts
chopped off in the past that had regrown. The branches struggled
for light and reached high. I imagine children would have played
on it – it’s not a big tree yet they would have seen it as huge.
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HOUSE TREE – SWEET CHESTNUT 2017-18 etching, 40 x 60cm, edition 10
H
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Sutor Trees
These sweet chestnuts are
life-affirming, spiraling trees which,
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after a certain age – perhaps 200-300
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creative sculptures like the bodies of

years – begin to sag. The bark
collapses and they transform into
animals or humans, obtaining a
certain physicality.
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