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HABITAT, HOME-PLACE AND LANDSCAPE:  

Backward steps in time  

Changing climate and geology are the engines of evolution for the genus Homo.  From Shakespeare’s 

‘mere forked animal’ to modern ‘civilised’ beings we have risen from an unquestioning, howling 

creature of wilderness; firstly, to a reasoning, speaking, hunter-gathering homo sapiens who learned 

to be safe around a hearth in the wilderness and named that hearth ’homeplace’; then, to farmers 

with their intimate relationship with soil, land and season; and lately to a species with leisure to 

appreciate natural beauty and to answer ancestral questions of ‘how?’ and ‘why?’  But for me the 

question is what next?  Are we, in our technological comfort zone, to become no more that Homo 

incapax-cogitantes? 

A well-known landscape artist recently berated me with the accusation that landscape architects had 

reduced the experience of landscape to purely that of ‘seeing’.  I understood his point, even though I 

believe he was incorrect.  Indeed, it is not 

necessarily landscape architects who are 

responsible; one modern dictionary 

defines landscape as ‘an expanse of 

scenery that can be seen in a single view’.  

Scenery –wash your mouth out!  Now, 

there we have a word that should only be 

used cautiously, when in the company of 

theatrical types, to describe a painted 

backdrop.   

Urban life deprives us of contact with 

nature and rural life and reduces our 

perceptions to a 2-D green backdrop to 

leisure time activities.  Our modern 

education, urbanised lifestyles and 

simplistic compartmentalised thinking 

reduces our ability to observe, appreciate 

and interpret subtle nuances in what we 

see.  Ivor discussed this briefly in 

‘Patterns on a page’ in September when 

he talked about how early vestiges of previous land uses ‘pulled us up short’ and helped in deciding 

that a reclamation scheme should involve more than an unthinking and unsympathetic ‘clearing-

away’.   

I remember living for a time in an arable and dairy farming county where a visit to the country was a 

trip across ploughed fields, disappearing hedges, vivid green improved pasture, coniferous windbreaks 



and industrial scale agricultural sheds and huge slurry pits.  To me it was hell on earth, but to my urban 

and suburban friends who were starved of nature, it was seen as beautiful ‘green’ countryside.  They 

may not recognise their own malnourished souls, but worse still, their offspring will be one further 

step removed from a real and enriching appreciation of nature.   

Returning to my artist acquaintance; I understood the point he was making, because I have recently 

presented evidence, under new procedures, at an examination of a proposed energy infrastructure 

project.  I was faced on one hand by the earnest faces of people who love their home-place, and on 

the other hand by those who seek to make an irreversible change in the name of progress and the 

national interest.  On this occasion I was representing the opposition who lived in, worked in, farmed 

in, gained comfort from, heard, watched, and smelled their precious landscape.   

Sadly, what I had to overcome was a highly refined landscape and visual impact assessment report 

that bleached away the pleasure of appreciating a rich landscape, to leave a Maginot Line of words 

written to be defended under cross-examination.  I concluded that I had seen another nail in the coffin 

of the rural landscape.  And this is a nail that we are all choosing to drive home.  With that in mind I 

set out to follow a trail into the past to understand the way our species has found its way to where 

we are today.   

Over the coming weeks I intend adding to this story in a series of newsletters that will step back 

through the centuries.  

Kind regards 

Andrew 
Principal Landscape Architect 

January 2016 

 

NEW YEARS’ RESOLUTIONS. 

At the start of the year many of us think of 

resolutions that will guide our thoughts and actions 

throughout the ensuing year.   If you are like me 

then few last for long but those that do can have a 

significant impact. 

I have listed past resolutions that I think that I have 

maintained, well, some for part of the time anyway; 

these are in no particular order; 

 Those 2015 resolutions that have withered 

a little will be considered for refreshment 

in 2016; 

 Think no evil, do no evil; comment - those 

who you pass on the way up will surely be 

passed when you are on the way down; 

 Avoid negative thoughts and people with negative thoughts; 

 Do not ignore or ridicule the suggestions of other members of the team; 



 Do not put off what should be or could be done today; comment - but if you wait until 

tomorrow then in all probability it will not need doing; 

 Pay your subscriptions in good time; 

 Learn to speak another language; 

 Get others to proof-reed everything that you right; 

 Improve my management of emails; 

 Do not reduce charges – comment - any fool can beat you on price, but bear down heavily 

on costs; 

 Guard your reputation; 

 Respect nature; 

 On occasions just take time to do nothing, - comment - beware, this requires practice; 

 Allow your emotions to influence your work – comment - the best of all things that can 

happen to you and bear in mind that creativity begins in the heart according to the Dalai 

Lama. 

I am sure that you can add a few more, of course, if you are a paragon of virtue you may not need 

any at all. 

Kind regards 

Idris 
Chief ranter & problem solver 

January 2016 

 

THE SUBLIME, THE BEAUTIFUL, THE PICTURESQUE AND THE ROMANTIC: 

From the Age of Enlightenment to the 20th Century  

‘Landskipe’, a word found in Scots and 17th century English, was derived from Middle English (Anglo 

Saxon) ‘landschippe’, meaning a region or district.  I understand that there is a similar word in the 

Dutch language.  But our modern word ‘Landscape’ was adopted only a few generations ago among 

those of our cultivated ancestors.  They had time and opportunity to appreciate high art and to study 

the ‘rustic’ view as if it were a carefully composed classical painting, or series of paintings.   

In that age when the art of 

conversation and the written 

word was arguably at its 

finest, critics of views would 

judge a piece of countryside 

by the quality of these 

composed views and use 

words such as picturesque, 

sublime, ugly, grotesque, 

beautiful.  Some felt that man 

should use artifice to enhance 

these views, whilst others 

preferred the natural 

composition.  A central tenet 

of the Picturesque, and 
Landscape as composition: pen and ink sketch by unknown artist of the 

River Neam, Offchurch, Warwickshire.  



subsequent Romantic Movement, was that landscape was something alive, to experience with all the 

senses.  In those times the extremes of the seasons, as well as danger, disease, poverty, thirst and 

starvation, and the sounds, sights and smells these generated, were much closer to home.  The 

wealthy suffered from exposure to raw nature too – even in front of their own well-fed hearths.   

This fresh view of the qualities of our ancestors’ world brought about a rapid change in human 

appreciation of landscape.  There had always been high regard for the pleasurable and safe qualities 

of well-tended agricultural home-places, and a genuine fear of wilderness, waste and mountains; but 

both the Picturesque and the Romantic Movements opened the eyes of those who had the time and 

money to seek out the uniqueness of each place, whether home or wild.  We are still heavily influenced 

by the aesthetics of the Picturesque and Romantic Movements, but have failed to understand that 

these ways of interpreting our habitat was as much about the commonplace as about the finest and 

grandest.  We are obsessed with drawing boundaries around areas and designating them as being 

special, for example The Lake District National Park, or Yellowstone National Park.  We then neglect 

the rest and the consequence is that we are skewing aesthetics and losing sight of beauty in the 

commonplace.   

In the 18th and 19th centuries picturesque beauty was sought out everywhere.  In most rural parishes 

and even on the fringes of towns, there were quite ordinary places where a sunken lane, or a meadow 

of ancient pollard trees, a churchyard yew, a ruin, or a path beside a stream, had picturesque qualities.  

These formed the inspiration for sketches, paintings and poetry.  A painting, entitled Landscape with 

a Woodcutter courting a milkmaid by Thomas Gainsborough i (please use the link below to view), 

shows, on the right, a contented milkmaid on the way to market who has stopped for a rest beneath 

an ancient oak, she and her cowherd swain live in a sensually rich pastoral landscape that exudes 

ancientness, the smells of damp soil, fungi, dung and dust from the road and the sounds of birds 

singing.  To her right is the modern world of productive squared fields, neat fences, order, blandness 

and sensual boredom; here, a downcast man guides a plough pulled by melancholy oxen along a 

straight furrow.  In that painting was the recognition that the ordinary places of daily life should be 

valued alongside the sublime ones.  But also it also advocates giving nature a free hand sometimes to 

be diverse, untidy, old, possibly slightly dangerous and challenging too. 

Kind regards 

Andrew 
Principal Landscape Architect 

January 2016 

1 http://www.wikiart.org/en/thomas-gainsborough/landscape-with-a-woodcutter-and-milkmaid-1755 

 

VEGETATION 2 –  CAN WE RELY ON IT?...  

…Yes we can. 
Engineers will be interested in the reliability of vegetation if they are to include the material in their 

designs and permanent works.  Two factors have to be considered; 

 reliability of and variability in site conditions; 

 reliability of and variability in plant material. 

http://www.wikiart.org/en/thomas-gainsborough/landscape-with-a-woodcutter-and-milkmaid-1755


I have discussed soil in ‘Earthworks 1’ and ‘Earthworks 2’ in August last year and how engineers need 

to use and respect it.  The topic has cropped up (sorry) in a number of other notes where I have 

discussed the importance of vegetation in civil engineering. 

Plants can be seen growing naturally in what one can reasonably regard as inhospitable site conditions 

such as extremes of windiness, lack of nutrients, droughty conditions, water-logging, limited volumes 

of soil, toxicity and over-grazing by animals.  There is much that we can learn from this. 

Plants that do survive in situations that are characterised by one or more of these inhospitable 

conditions are described as pioneers because they are frequently found alone on such sites.  Pioneers 

make few demands on resources such as nutrients and water and have adapted their growth habits 

accordingly.   Other plants with greater demands in respect the environment in which they can survive 

simply will not develop here.  The pioneer’s role is one of colonisation and amelioration of the existing 

conditions by the gradual accumulation of plant litter that will enrich the medium in which they are 

growing.  In time, as amelioration progresses, other plants will occupy the site and the pioneers may 

be lost through competition from more aggressively growing plants.  One certain conclusion that can 

be drawn from these observations is that certain plants are extremely adaptable and accommodating 

and on this account can be relied upon to grow in whatever a civil engineer can produce for most 

practical purposes as a ‘soil’. 

As a corollary engineers need to appreciate that their newly constructed and graded earthworks can 

present an inhospitable environment for many plants even if, mistakenly, the engineer has included 

topsoil in the design. 

What the engineer has to do is to select plants that will grow successfully in the conditions which he 

has created.   It is here that most engineers failed in the past on two counts; 

 they failed to produce a finish and structure at and close to the surface of their earthworks 

that would allow plants to grow successfully; 

 they sought little or no advice from soil and vegetation specialists as to what would grow in 

the surface that had been created. 

A spectacularly wide range of plants are available that can be used to complete an earthworks project, 

even in an extreme situation where for example the soil is contaminated with heavy metals.   Metal 

tolerant grasses are available for use in these conditions. 

The result of combining engineering good practice with knowledge of plants means that provided the 

engineer grades and cultivates his soil to produce a suitable physical structure that will allow roots to 

develop he need use little or no fertiliser or imported soil.  Creating a suitable soil structure falls well 

within the capabilities of engineers and construction plant operatives and they can rely on specialists 

to advise them on an appropriate seed or shrub mixture that will succeed.  The initial design is likely 

to incorporate pioneer.  Long term management will be designed to monitor and promote the growth 

of the pioneers and their eventual replacement by longer living individuals. 

The variable which is beyond both engineer and plantsman is the weather and both must respect the 

vagaries of the UK climate and soil wetness before operations such as surface preparation and sowing 

or planting are undertaken. 

With all of this taken into account and diligently applied one can expect a satisfactory performance 

from vegetation.  Long term success depends on successful establishment and management which I 

will discuss in later newsletters. 
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The photographs show an unpromising mound of builders’ waste and subsoil that was transformed 

by applying our low-cost approach.  An alternative design had called for 300mm of topsoil which we 

advised was totally unnecessary and hardly sustainable. 

Kind regards 

Ivor 
Managing Director 

January 2016 



IMPROVING ENGINEERING BY DIFFUSION.  

Diffusion – the spread of practices from one community to 

another. 
Diffusion or the spread of knowledge has been defined by Professor C. Daryll Forde in Habitat Society 

and Economy, Methuen, 1963, London as the process by which knowledge and good practice spreads 

from one community to another.  Forde was both an anthropologist and an ecologist; his work was 

part of my studies in geography in the 1950s.  The professor explained how this diffusion of knowledge 

and culture has been a very important process throughout human history and until very recently was 

one hampered by the difficulties of communication, difficulties that were both physical and cultural.  

Forde showed that in many situations proximity 

between two communities did not mean that practices 

passed from one to the other, communities frequently 

failed to adopt the practices of neighbours or of 

immigrants.  It seems that accidents played an 

important part in diffusion. 

As engineers we have long had 

difficulty communicating with 

other disciplines on account of 

‘cultural’ differences which I have 

found hard to break down. 
It was an accident that introduced me into civil engineering.   I brought with me a few ideas that were 

different from what was generally around at that time.  It was only when I entered a consulting 

engineer’s office in 1972 that I was able to put these ideas into practice in a new area of work that 

involved the reclamation of derelict land.  Reclamation of derelict land was a new idea and I was given 

freedom to put my ideas into practice.  I have mentioned in an earlier note that I was labelled a ‘back 

door engineer’ by an eminent consulting engineer.  I was greatly pleased with his labelling. 

Idris and I have discussed our experience of introducing new ideas into civil engineering in earlier 

notes, Acceptance of new ideas takes time and Old habits die hard.  In 40 years of work in civil 

engineering I have been introducing new working practices.  These mould-breaking ideas of new 

approaches has involved welcoming into my design teams ‘immigrants’ from associated sciences such 

as ecology and landscape management and other professions such as landscape design. 

One of the driving principles of Working with nature – a low cost approach to land reclamation for 

which I was responsible in 1982 and again in 1994 was to create more from less.  Sustainability had 

not been invented in those days. With hindsight sustainable practices and the better use of funds were 

what I and my colleagues were aiming for.  What I was attempting to create was a greater impact on 

the quality of life in communities that had been raped by unthinking mineral exploitation but avoiding 

some elements of expensive construction.  Civil engineers had the physical plant and machinery to 

achieve this turn-around but lacked the understanding of how things like climate, soil and vegetation 

could be used to improve the results of major earth remodelling. 

I realise now that what I was involved in was diffusion.  I was appalled at what I found to be general 

disbelief among civil engineers that if they changed just a little then the impact of their earthworks 



would improve immeasurably.  On some projects that I was asked to look at their performance had 

been little better than disastrous. 

Looking back it is indeed obvious that I was an immigrant, as Forde would have described me, and a 

back-door engineer.  I was a rank outsider coming into civil engineering and wanting to achieve the 

transfer of knowledge between disciplines that for generations had blindly ignored the existence of 

work in parallel fields.   

Engineers were not the only ones at fault.  
Electronic communication has transformed the speed and the quantity of information that can be 

passed around the world.  This is a development that Forde could not have envisaged even in the 

1950s.  Yet in 2016 not everyone is a convert.  I have said before that there are still dyed-in-the-wool 

civil engineers lurking about who are dismissive of this ‘environmental’ stuff but their numbers are 

reducing.  Can I also remind you of Edmund Hambly’s 1994 plea that involving the public in engineering 

work was important for the future of civil engineering?  As President of the ICE Professor Hambly felt 

that society needed to put a greater value on the work of engineers; he also challenged the profession 

to make construction more environmentally friendly.  I think that the professor would agree that we 

have made progress in this regard. 

What I have enjoyed doing is leading from the front which is what promoting change is all about, it 

has brought a certain amount of excitement with it and I commend this approach to other civil 

engineers. 

Kind regards 

Ivor 
Managing Director 

January 2016 

 

VEGETATION 3 –  ESTABLISHMENT.  

You only get one chance – get it right first time. 
We have discussed the importance of vegetation in civil engineering on several occasions and in the 

newsletter about Slopes (in November) said that successful establishment was essential for a number 

of reasons but especially to provide surface stability on new slopes.  The need for an immediately 

acceptable ‘green’ finish is important too, if only for appearance sakes. 

What is involved in establishing vegetation successfully?  Read on! 

The three principal establishment strategies revolve around; 

 tree and shrub planting; 

 tree and shrub seeding; 

 grass seeding. 

We mentioned in ‘The principles of low cost reclamation’ in November  last year how young trees 

failed when planted in extremely coarse slate waste and over-compacted colliery spoil.  Successful 

establishment after transplanting depends on both the quantity of healthy active roots which can be 

retained by the transplants and the ability of the young tree to develop new roots in their new 

situation. 



The planting process for large items is particularly important and expensive.  Large items require 

significant support so that the trees do not rock in the wind, need generous planting pits, the roots 

need to be well distributed in the pit which has to be well filled and the fill made firm but not compact.  

There are no short cuts available. 

Planting of small items such as 1-plus-1 transplants still calls for attention to details such as not 

allowing the roots to dry out when exposed to the air and providing a generous hole into which they 

are to be planted.  Species selection and age are important considerations.  Rowan and Whitebeam 

are well known for their ability to regenerate roots whereas oaks are particularly reluctant to do this.  

Planting young oak trees can lead to disappointment early on, but remember that you are planting for 

the very long term. 

Willows are pre-eminent in that they will regrow from plain un-rooted cuttings as much as 300mm 

diameter or simple pencil sized cuttings, both types must be taken when the parent willows are 

dormant.  We generally advise that “You can have any tree that you like as long as it’s a willow”. 

Alders can fix atmospheric nitrogen and are important on this account as elements in pioneer 

plantations. 

We have had great success in planting young willows and alders and exceptional results when birch 

and willows trees have produced seeds that have then been self-sown onto an adjacent surface.  This 

surface needs to be one which is uneven enough to provide a micro-environment which is able to 

provide protection and moisture for emerging plants. 

There are a great many varieties of grasses, all have distinctive growth strategies and rooting habits 

which can be used to advantage.  For example there are grasses that are annuals and others that are 

perennials, some that will withstand grazing by animals, and others that will not, some are tall whilst 

others are compact, some are deep rooters others shallow.  Some grasses are metal tolerant and so 

will survive in metal-rich environments in which other plants will die.  Interestingly many other plants 

that have grown on waste tips have developed metal-tolerant ecotypes but these are not commonly 

found and are of special scientific interest.  Alongside grasses in turf one will often find clovers, clovers 

are plants that fix atmospheric nitrogen and will provide a source of nitrogen in the soil which grasses 

can benefit from.  Commercial seeds suppliers will include a percentage of clovers in seed mixtures. 

Seeds can be applied by a variety of methods ranging from hand sowing to hydroseeding.  The benefit 

of hydroseeding is that in this way the seeds can be distributed on slopes that are inaccessible because 

of steepness, fertilisers can be applied in the same way. 

  

2012 2013 



  

Hydro seeding on the Horseshoe Pass, 1985  

The keys to successful establishment are; 

 Providing a soil structure that will allow roots to develop and hold a degree of moisture that 

is sufficient for seed germination and plant survival; 

 Providing a surface which will accommodate seeds and seedlings; 

 Providing an appropriate supply of nutrients, 

 Providing a planting hole that will comfortably contain the roots; 

 Making the filling firm; 

 Protecting the plants, trees, shrubs or grasses, from grazing animals (sheep especially, but also 

goats and even monkjac deer); 

 Providing adequate support for young trees; 
 

 

Kind regards 

 

Ivor 
Managing Director 

 

January 2016 
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