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T
he  air seeps into my lungs as 
if it were a medicine. I recog-
nize that I had not felt so-

mething like this before. I feel 
its freshness and purity awa-

kening all my senses, if I had 
any left that had not already done so be-

fore the imposing landscape of the Sco-
ttish Highlands. Rugged, wild and immen-

se, the Highlands trap you between its rocky 
mountains, its hills covered with grass and 
peat, and its territory full of legends and 

battles. After leaving the dirt track where 
we have arrived by land rover, we walk for 

about twenty minutes. We climb up a hill 
while our feet (blessed wellies) sink under 

the grass and wet earth. And then...wow, 
the word privilege takes on its full mea-

ning. I find myself in the heart of Allada-
le, a natural reserve of more than 9,000 
hectares, owned by the English philanth-

ropist Paul Lister who, like a modern Wi-
lliam Wallace, is dedicated to the battle for 

the conservation of the natural environ-
ment and the recovery of species. A uni-

que territory, about 80 kilometers north of 
Inverness, which has decided to open to 

tourism to ensure that those who visit it 
not only reconnect with nature, (impossi-
ble not to do so) but also contribute to fi-

nance a dream: to resurrect the ancient Ca-

ledonian Forest of which the Ro-

mans spoke. With it, species 
now almost absent or di-
sappeared, such as the ca-

percaillie, the wild cat, the 
Eurasian lynx or the wolf, 

a species that Lister has 
been fighting for years to 

reintroduce in Alladale, 
and disappeared more 

than three hundred years 
ago from the face of 
Scotlan. 

Reforestation 
Since he bought the farm almost two 
decades ago, he has managed to replant 

more than a million native trees such as 
Scotch pine, reintroduce red squirrels and 

white-tailed eagles, restore peat bogs to 
capture CO2 and manage the deer popula-
tion, an ungulate that roams freely due to 

the absence of predators. «The history of 
this territory is linked to the past, it is one 

more example of the pressure that humans 
have exerted, and continue to exert, on 

ecosystems. Now is the time to restore the 
damage, to reforest, to recover the land and 

the landscape. If we could bring the trees 
back, we open the door for other species 
to do the same. Alladale is a beacon of 

hope», explains Lister. 
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Because if anything is surprising is that, 

despite such a unique habitat, the diver-
sity of wild species is scarce, the result of 

millennia of exploitation of resources. Re-
search indicates that as early as the Bron-

ze Age (4,000 years ago), the felling of trees 
to open spaces for hunting began and con-

tinued with the passage of time. At the end 
of the 18th century, the so-called Highland 
Clearances brought the forced eviction of 

its inhabitants, deforestation, and the de-
dication of large tracts of land to sheep far-

ming. Alladale’s chief ranger, Inness Mac-
Neil, who has been working in this natu-

ral area for more than twenty years, guides 
us to the small church of Croich Old Pa-

rish. Witness of this «Expulsion of the Gae-
lic», more than a hundred people took re-
fuge in it for months: the children and wo-

men inside, the men in the adjoining land, 
in the open. The remains of those who did 

not survive are buried a few kilometers 
away, next to the river, in the land of Alla-

dale. Next to the church, a flock of sheep 
is running at that moment, as if they wan-

ted to remind us of the past.  
This livestock use of the land destroyed 

any possibility of seedling regeneration 

and killed off the youngest trees with only 

the oldest surviving. To top it all off, du-

ring the Industrial Revolution, logging con-
tinued to supply a thriving shipbuilding 

industry in cities such as Glasgow and Edin-
burgh and, during the First World War, 

timber from these forests covered the Allied 
trenches. Today, centuries-old pine trees 

stand amidst the Alladale landscape as wit-
nesses to the passage of time, as they gaze 
with hope at the future that the shoots of 

the reforested areas represent. 

Territory for life 
Innes, who is tirelessly followed by his dog 

Buster, explains that historically this type 
of property has always been a hunting 

ground, a privileged preserve mainly for 
wealthy enthusiasts: «It mattered how 
many animals you could hunt, how many 

fish you could catch or how many grouse 
you could kill. So when Lister came along 

with his conservationist talk and his dri-
ve to make Alladale a place for life rather 

than death, he thought it was madness. To-
day, Innes acknowledges that although it 

is slow work he hopes to see wild nature 
return to the land he has grown up on sin-
ce he was a boy. He has become di-

rector of this nature reserve whe-
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re they hunt deer only to self-regulate the 
population and achieve a healthy balance 
with the habitat. The meat is destined for 

self-consumption and the viscera are left 
in the field for other species to feed on. 

We climb into the SUV, pass by a herd of 
Scottish cows, unmistakable with their long 

fur, and suddenly a sweet, woody scent 
wafts through the window. It comes from 

one of the many peat bogs that have been 
reclaimed (more than 200 hectares) under 
a pioneering program that allows compa-

nies wishing to offset their carbon footprint 
to collaborate. Recolonized by moss, they 

are capable of capturing billions of tons of 
CO2 in their layers of decomposing vege-

tation.  

Recovering wild areas 
«We have shown that it is possible to reco-
ver nature and how it is capable of regene-

rating itself if managed well. The ecosys-
tem is restored. Alladale is relatively small 

compared to Scotland, but it can be an 
example and even an area to test that things 

work,« insists Lister, who is relentless in his 
great battle: «If we could reintroduce the 

wolf it would be another story, another na-
tural dynamic. It’s realistic to think that 
wolves can live in Alladale and in the wild. 

But we have to deal with political issues and 
possible conflict with farmers. On the other 

hand, reintroducing other less conflictive 
species that do not provide balance is well 

seen, and yet it is not good for the environ-
ment». 

And he knows what he is talking about: 
in 2001 he founded The European Nature 
Trust (TENT) to preserve the last remaining 

wild areas in Europe and to recover animals 

on the verge of extinction. For decades, he 
has traveled around the world to learn first-
hand about conservation and renaturation 

strategies.  
In Spain, it finances projects for the con-

servation of the bear, the lynx and, of cour-
se, the wolf. But also in Italy, Portugal, Great 

Britain, Romania, Belize... Heir to his 
father’s fortune (from a logging company), 

he decided to make amends with the past 
and do things differently. «I recently got a 
call from some guys in their 30s: «Paul, we 

have 28,000 acres. We want to meet with 
you and talk about what you’re doing be-

cause my brothers and I want to change 
the future of our property. Our father left 

it to us and we want to change the way 
things are done.» We meet with landowners 

in Sutherland. They all listen to me becau-
se they are looking for guidance, but deep 
down they don’t support my idea. They tell 

me, «Forget about the wolf, forget about 
it. Just think about getting the trees back 

and doing environmental education for the 
kids.» And I think: this is a commendable 

task for someone who makes it very clear, 
from minute one, that the birth rate is to 

blame for the ecological disaster we are li-
ving: «This planet cannot support 8,000 
million human beings», he states empha-

tically. Interesting reflections that David 
G. Maciejewski, friend and colleague in the 

profession, has well taken up.  
«There’s no way with the wolf», Lister 

acknowledges with a certain weariness. 
He points out that his efforts are not an 

obsession, but the result of his passion for 
this animal and the desire to recover 
ecosystems. We enter through the back 

door of his Victorian mansion that stands 

on an emerald green hill amidst centenary 

trees. It is one of the four exclusive lodges 
in Alladale and where Lister resides when 
it´s not occupie.  

We left our wellies in the dry room, 
equipped with numerous pairs of all sizes 

and coats to go out always well dressed in 
the countryside. We cross a small hallway 

that leads to the main part of the house and 
then you are immersed in that feeling of 

home that each and every one of its rooms 
exudes. The warmth of the fireplaces, the 
Scottish music, the soft wool carpets or the 

cozy atmosphere of the wood are wonder-
ful elements, only surpassed by dreamy 

views and, above all, by the kindness of an 
endearing and close team. 

Library, dining room, billiard room, TV 
room, sauna, gym... and seven bedrooms 

named after trees to accommodate those 
who bet on sustainable tourism and commi-
tted to helping conservation projects. Far-

ther away, three other wonderful lodges in 

could be a red deer, but the illusion is dis-
pelled because it is a sika, an allochtho-
nous deer that has invaded the Scottish 

landscape. Absorbed in its contemplation, 
we are startled by the sound of the gong 

with which Lister calls for a meeting. Time 
for lunch. British punctuality in the land 

of the kilt. 
Food is another of the most pampered 

aspects. Chef Natasha Buttigieg, prepares 
local and organic dishes. Much of the pro-
duce comes from the state-of-the-art aqua-

ponic gardens that produce vegetables, sa-
lads, herbs and berries. Wild venison or 

fresh seafood and fish, such as local trout, 
which are local and make up healthy me-

nus (breakfast, lunch and dinner) included 
during your stay.  

At lunch we meet again with the group 
of people who in those days are doing a pho-
tography workshop with the well known 

international photographer Max Milligan. 
Another of the many options to connect 

with nature that Alladale offers. Again, a 
privilege to share stories and opinions (im-

possible not to talk about the political si-
tuation and the Scottish feeling after the 

death of Elizabeth II) with such interesting 
diners: Max, a French art dealer of Moroccan 
origin, a satellite engineer, a lawyer, a busi-

nessman and a young photographer who 
learned to define in Spanish style what he 

found Alladale: «Acojonante». We are also 
accompanied by two young entrepreneurs 

who own a factory of artisan Scotch whisky, 
another of the visits that can be made in the 

vicinity. 
 

Pure water rivers and lakes 
After lunch, after tasting the liturgical «Af-

ternoon tea», we marched to the River Falls 
to observe the rise of the Atlantic salmon, 
another of Alladale’s jewels. This species 

in regression - up to 30% in the last deca-
des - finds in the purity of the waters that 

cross the property (and that can even be 
drunk) a place where it can recover. Fishing 

is another of the activities that can be ca-
rried out since the native trout are abun-

dant and, between the months of August 
and September, salmon can also be caught. 
However, always under the premise of catch 

and release, since these rivers are spawning 
areas.  

Afterwards, Lister himself drives the off-
road vehicle and parks next to a bend in the 

track to discover a space hidden from the 
visitors’ view: a breeding center for the Sco-

ttish wildcat, now on the verge of extinc-
tion. «We hope that soon they can be rein-
troduced without problems in these lands», 

he says with a sigh of hope. The hope he 
does not lose every morning to continue de-

monstrating that harmony and respect for 
nature is not only possible, but vital for hu-

man beings.  
On the way back to the house, Lister stops 

the car and points to the top of a hill: «That’s 
the best place to see Alladale, I want to build 
a little house there where I can spend the 

rest of my days». 
Hopefully it will do so by listening to the 

hopeful howling of the wolves. 
 

 
More information: 

Alladale Wilderness Reserve (www.allada-

le.com)  

The European Nature Trust (www.theeuro-

peannaturetrust.com) 

the middle of nature ensure a dream stay. 

All the lodges are supplied with renewable 
energy from a small hydroelectric plant and 
have an electric all-terrain vehicle for trans-

portation to the mansion. 

Sustainable tourism 
«Alladale is another way to get to know 

Scotland without rushing, racing or ten 
hours a day behind the wheel. It offers the 

possibility to immerse yourself in the essen-
ce of the Highlands and, at the same time, 
relax and breathe the air. There is no rush 

when it comes to being in touch with na-
ture. There are sustainable fishing activi-

ties, mountain biking trails, horseback ri-
ding, wildlife watching tours with our ran-

gers, and even dolphin watching in nearby 
villages. The spirit of Alladale is to connect 

people with nature,« explains Lister, si-
tting by the fireplace in the living room. 
Meanwhile, through the glass window, a 

dark silhouette appears in the garden: it 
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