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Association of Scottish Hardwood Sawmillers (ASHS) Study Tour| 
Report

 
Date of visit: 22nd – 25th May 2024 
 
Organised and lead by: John Sweeny, Small Sawmills Coordinator, Woodknowledge Wales 
(WkW) 
 
Delegates:            Ann Burgoyne – Senior Manager Timber Industrial Strategy, Welsh  
Government 
       Anna Dauksta – Forestry and Timber Project Manager, WkW 
       Jake Dauksta – Designer and Joiner, Greenreaction 
                                Alex Hall – Sawmiller and Co-Director, The Timber Cooperative 
       Jonathon Hulson – Forestry Advisor, North Wales Wildlife Trust 

 
 

 
 
The purpose of this tour was to look at various ASHS member businesses in Southern and 
Central Scotland to see how the cooperative aspects of the ASHS organisation can benefit 

From the left Alex Hall, Jonathon Hulson, John Sweeney, Jake Dauksta, Anna Dauksta, Ann Burgoyne 
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small timber processing businesses in Wales. ASHS is funded in a variety of ways, namely 
membership funding, every member pays £100/year whereas associate members pay 
£40/year, there are currently approximately 60 of each type of member. ASHS is also funded 
by Scottish Forestry through the Scottish Government. The Scottish Government funds the 
employment of a coordinator and will fund projects or research if in alignment with 
Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019-2029 
 
Travel, main meals and accommodation was subsidised by Woodknowledge Wales. 
Transport was by minibus, and we departed from northeast Wales on the afternoon on 22nd 
of May. 
 
Accommodation was at the Park Hotel in Peebles in the Scottish borders giving a relatively 
central location to visit the various sites from there over the three days. 
 
After a slow journey due to roadworks and severe wet weather, we arrived at our 
accommodation at 9pm on Wednesday night. In the first indication of the friendliness and 
hospitality that was a feature of our reception over the coming days, the chef had remained 
on to ensure we could have a proper meal on our arrival, which was appreciated by all. 
 
Abbey Timber  
 
After a good breakfast we departed at 8.30am on Thursday morning for the 90-minute drive 
to Abbey Timber where we were met by William (Willie) Dobie. A heavy mist blanketed the 
surrounding treescapes and oyster catchers called as they flew overhead. Essentially an 
updated estate sawmill the Dobie family have been involved in sawmilling and farming in 
the area for over a century. Willie has spent the last 40 years investing in and developing the 
business. Rather organically and naturally, Willie’s daughter, Elinor decided to study 
Forestry in Bangor before taking a year abroad in Canada following which she entered a 
work placement year with the Forestry Commission in the Scottish Highlands. She then 
returned home to the family business and has been playing a key role in managing the 
sawmill and the surrounding 700 acres of woodland for the past 6 years.  
 

https://forestry.gov.scot/
https://forestry.gov.scot/forestry-strategy
https://www.abbeytimber.co.uk/
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The history of the development of 
sawmilling on the site was explained by 
Willie, starting with a water-powered mill, 
later converted to electricity. The latest site 
of the mill began with a Logosol mill, but 
soon uprated to a Laimet rack bench. The 
newest head rig (main saw) is a Mebor 
1200. The sawmill processes so much non-
standard sizing for self-build projects that 
this has become a unique selling point for 
the sawmill. The sawmill processes a variety 
of local soft and hardwoods, with Hybrid 

Larch being an important and highly desirable material for customers, on asking how P. 
Ramorum has affected Larch in Scotland Willie stated the impact has so far been less severe 
than in Wales but incrementally it is moving across the country.  
 
In addition to various planers, thicknessers and moulders the mill has a biomass powered 
kiln, and heat generated from sawmill waste is used to power a district heating scheme for 
nearby houses on the estate. This keeps the heating costs to an affordable level for the 
tenants and ensures a use for all slabwood and plannings (chipped using Heizohack drum 
chippers) whilst fine sawdust is used on the adjacent farm for bedding etc. Willie mentioned 
that “though biomass is a last resort, it is a useful last resort”. 
 
The latest development is a new saw unit 
to fit into the Laimet frame which the 
Dobies had seen during a visit to the 
manufacturer in Finland. Where the 
Mebor is suitable for larger diameter logs, 
the Laimet is far more efficient with 
smaller dimension timbers resulting from 
thinning operations. Willie and Elinor 
have utilised the Forestry Grant Scheme 
(FGS) provided by Scottish Government to 
help cover costs of purchasing new 
forestry-related machinery. Most 
medium-scale mills in Scotland have sadly 
closed, meaning government support 
schemes such as FGS are more crucial than ever in supporting the development of the 
remaining small-scales sawmills and their consequential employment opportunities in rural 
areas.  
 
There are 7 staff, some of whom are part time and many of whom assume multiple roles. 
For example, their deer stalker is also a digger driver, whilst also carrying out forestry 

https://forestry.gov.scot/support-regulations/forestry-grants
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thinning and timber deliveries. A conversation was held about methods of deer control 
including applying sheep fat with a sponge or sheep wool to leader stems of young saplings. 
Deer control is localised however all noted that a landscape-scale deer control plan would 
be good if implemented.  
 
Willie explained that after Elinor had spent months mapping and devising a forest 
management plan they were hit by Storm Arwen in November 2021. With windspeeds of 
98mph recorded just over the border in Northumberland, they lost approximately 25% of 
their standing timber. Although they have now worked through 66% of the damaged stands, 
we saw the storm damage in plantations adjacent to the mill with multiple 50-year-old 
stems snapped out at mid height and fallen timber meshed on the ground. On talking about 
woodland creation, Willie stated that one of the best bits of woodland (Douglas Fir, Cedar 
and more) he has is at 750m and is growing adjacent to an older shelter belt which has 
provided protection from wind and storm damage. 
 
After a tour of the mill site, we were invited for refreshments and to view the new house 
that Willie and his wife Charlotte were building a short distance from the mill. The upper 
part of the building boasted Shou Sugi Ban Larch cladding (known as Yakisugi in Japan), this 
unusual method of charring clean timber to increase its durability and create an interesting 
aesthetic is becoming increasingly popular in modern Western buildings. The main part of 
the building was rendered hempcrete which also formed the infill between the large 
Douglas Fir frame. 
 
We asked Willie to comment on the benefits membership of ASHS gives to his business. 
Mutual support and encouragement as well as being able to refer customers to others 
where he could not supply their needs were seen as the main benefits. 
 
Caledonian Log Homes  
 
Located about 1 hours drive from Abbey Timber we arrived in the early afternoon and were 
shown around the mill by proprietor Chris Houston. After forestry training in Scotland, Chris 
worked in Canada where he picked up the skills required to build scribe log structures. On 
his return to Scotland, he began with a Woodmizer using a small yard near Real Wood 
Studios. He moved to the current site about 5 years ago and took over a sawmill from the 
previous owners who were retiring. The old saw-line included a large French-built horizontal 
bandsaw and a Stenner re-saw line all installed on the site in the 1950s. Chris has invested in 
a pair of Trakmet bandsaws (made in Poland) which are taking over from the Woodmizer 
LT70 with which he started with on the site.  
 

https://wkwales.sharepoint.com/sites/WoodknowledgeWalesLimited/Shared%20Documents/WKW%20Reports/donialoghomes.co.uk
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Occupying the main part of the 
yard were very impressive peeled 
and jointed local Douglas Fir 
timbers for a scribed log building to 
be used as a local wedding venue. 
They were an impressive sight and 
had been peeled by hand and 
shaped using the Woodmizer. The 
latest Trakmet saw had only been 
installed a week before our visit 
and the young operator, MacKenzie 
Power, was getting used the new 
machine. The very low noise level 
of the new electrically powered 
machine was remarkable and a significant improvement in operator comfort compared to 
the diesel-engined Woodmizer. In the other new open-sided barn, sawmill manager, Chloe 
Baptie, was working on the production of Shou Sugi Ban cladding using a locally fabricated 
charring machine with infeed and outfeed rollers, and an adjacent brushing machine which 
helps produce a high gloss, clean finish. A firewood processor is used to process all slab 
wood whilst sawdust goes to local farms. The business has 7 full-time and 2 part-time 
employees. Chris considers the provision of local employment in a rural area to be an 
important factor in his business, however he stated that sourcing skilled labour can be a 
limiting factor at times.  
 

Production of sawn timber has been an 
important diversification for Chris’ 
business. The turnkey supply of scribed log 
buildings involves considerable time away 
from site and the involvement of multiple 
trades in the completion of the projects 
usually creates stresses outside Chris’ 
control The investment in equipment to 
provide Shou Sugi Ban cladding has been a 
value adding process which not only 
maximises value but also complements the 
finishes offered to clients commissioning 
full-scribe structures. Pallet making for 

whiskey barrels has also proven to be a successful value-adding side-line with local 
procurement of Scottish Douglas Fir and Larch a material that is celebrated. The business 
sources most of its logs from within a 10-mile radius and the local estates are also a reliable 
source of the large-diameter timber needed for the scribed log structures.  
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We asked Chris to comment on the benefits membership of ASHS gives to his business. He 
regards the mutual support and the camaraderie to be the main benefits to him and 
therefore his business. 
 
On route back to our hotel, in the pouring rain, we visited Kailzie Gardens which is home to 
two of the oldest European Larch (Larix decidua) trees in the UK, planted in 1725, in the 
grounds of a now demolished stately home. Thankfully recent tests carried out by Forest 
Research show that the veteran Larch trees on site remain unaffected by P. Ramorum. The 

owner Susan Plag gave us a 
tour of the spectacular 
arboretum and the walled 
garden within which her 
cottage is nestled. The 
walled garden also has one 
of the earliest examples of a 
Mackenzie and Moncur 
glasshouse dating from 
1860. It was a memorable 
end to a memorable day.  
 
We were joined for dinner 
by Ros Wardman who works 

for Scottish Forestry and liaises with ASHS in its delivery of Scottish Governments Forestry 
Strategy 2019-2029. Ros told us about her path into forestry from her previous career as a 
stage manager. She outlined the multiple benefits that ASHS delivers for Scotland’s Forestry 
Strategy, such as the collaborative Ash Rise project, which alongside a celebration of 
products crafted from Scottish Ash will result in a film capturing the journey of the project .   
 
Tiny Temple  
 
On Friday morning we departed from Peebles just after 9am for 
the 30-minute drive to Tiny Temple. As we arrived at the ‘factory’ 
a large former dairy shed, a local farmer turned in with a tractor 
and trailer to collect the sawdust which he takes away for use as 
animal bedding and other farm-yard purposes. Owner and 
entrepreneur Beren Yeshua hopes to utilize his sawdust for 
briquettes if he can source an appropriate machine.  
 
Beren began his journey in 2019 by building tiny meditation 
cabins at the Centre where he lives, when looking for nicely 
finished cladding he discovered a niche in the market, particularly 
around the use of Shou Sugi Ban, and thus Tiny Temple came to 

https://kailziegardens.com/
https://scottishfurnituremakers.org.uk/news-events/ash-rise-call-out/
https://scottishfurnituremakers.org.uk/news-events/ash-rise-documentary-part-1/
https://www.tinytemple.co.uk/
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fruition. Prior to this Beren attended the successful 3-day Working Woods Scotland (WWS) 
course which is provided by ASHS twice a year.  
 

After a warm welcome, a tour of the set-up began with 
an explanation of the products offered by Tiny Temple, 
namely cladding with a variety of high-quality finishes. 
These include local softwoods (mostly Larch) sourced 
from James Jones and sons  sawmillers, thermally 
modified timber (Thermowood) and chemically 
modified timber (Accoya) which both use Monterey 
pine (Pinus radiata) as stock.  
 

 
Beren has a penchant for attaining specialised machinery and equipment from liquidated 
businesses along with an insatiable appetite for learning about the engineering of them. On 
site a Weinig moulder provides a range of profiled products. A Palmer Primer purpose-built 
machine applies a range of water-based coatings at a speed of 18 metres per minute and 
the planks are then dried in large electrically heated kilns. A Rondamat 960 knife maker sits 
at the heart of everything they do. Lee Bashford, who spent 25 years in the oil and gas 
industry but fancied a career change was in the process of building a new workspace to 
house this crucial piece of kit.  
 
Hard-working machinist Tony Thompson, who has been with Beren at Tiny Temple from day 
1, said of their plans for the business to become somewhat like the “Apple of sawmills” and 
a “bit like the game mousetrap” in terms of their production line. The ambition, energy, and 
enthusiasm of Beren and his employees is inspiring and infectious however as with any 
business nothing is certain, and the owner of the barn is considering selling the property. 
Unphased, Beren and his team are planning to relocate to a purpose-built factory in an 
adjacent field, they are hopeful they will be successful with their endeavour as they have 
already had planning for a brown-field site not far away confirmed by the local authority 
and it is apparent they are bringing a fresh young energy to the local economy. Beren is 
regularly approached by people asking him for work again demonstrating the positive 
impact his business is having in the local area. The team were proud to state that profits 
from the business are reinvested in its development such as through purchases of 
machinery and equipment.  
 
We asked Beren to comment on the benefits membership of ASHS gives to his business. He 
mentioned that attending the Working Woods Scotland (WWS) course had given him the 
confidence and encouragement to start his business. He also regarded the mutual support 
and sense of community to be the main benefits to him and therefore also to his business. 
 
 
 

https://www.jamesjones.co.uk/
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Scottish Wood  
 
We arrived at the Scottish Wood site in the 
early afternoon with the sun shining and the 
sound of birdsong filling the air. Unusually, 
the mill operates a four-day working week, so 
it was quiet enough to enjoy the tranquil 
setting within mixed woodland on the former 
open-cast colliery site. We were met by 
founder Jim Birley who has developed the 
site as a home and his place of work for the 
past 25 years, another employee who tends 
the shop also lives on site and there are plans 
for Jim’s daughter Jo Birley to build a home 
there too. Views stretch out over lush farmland to the famous UNESCO world heritage Firth 
of Forth Railway Bridge which connects Edinburgh and Fife.  
 
The space and layout of the yard were remarkable, as well as its location on a ridge. There 
were no pools or puddles on the site despite the widespread flooding we had experienced 
over the preceding days. The mill operates as a social enterprise with all 13 staff paid the 
same basic salary and  staff retention is high. The business supplies a mix both sawn and 
finished products. After the demise of heavy industry in Scotland, local markets ( ie Mining, 
Ship building and Steel production) for hardwood collapsed, and most Scottish hardwood 
was exported.  Jim has worked hard with ASHS to change this. Due to the central location of 
the site timber in the round is purchased mainly at roadside from the local vicinity. Larch 
from the mill is mainly supplied to customers within a 50-mile radius but is on occasion 
shipped as far as Wales.   
 
The head rig at the mill is an electric Woodmizer LT70 with an associated outfeed table, 
sorting line and multi-rip resaws. Jim explained that although they were considering 
upgrading the saw line, they were used to servicing and repairing Woodmizers and had an 
older machine which was being cannibalised for spares. When asked why they continued to 
use the cantilevered woodmizers as opposed to more modern frame saws, Jim commented 
that it pays to stick with “the devil you know”. Larger slab-wood is processed for firewood, 
whilst smaller slab-wood was chipped by an outside contractor for use in the biomass 
burner. This large burner supplied heat to a timber kiln as well as a district heating scheme 
for the house and offices on the site. Excess chip is purchased by St Andrew’s Univeristy at 
£20/tonne for use in the biomass boiler on site there. A considerable amount of Oak, Ash, 
Beech, and Larch is processed for cladding and flooring using a variety of planers and 
moulders after air drying and kilning in the biomass-powered kilns. Sycamore, Beech, Ash, 
Lime, and Elm are promoted for use in furniture making and carving. Jim also described a 

https://www.scottishwood.co.uk/
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particularly lucrative niche contract which is the supply of clean 
quartersawn Oak to the Speyside Cooperage, the largest 
whiskey barrel manufacturer in Scotland. Oak of local 
provenance is particularly desirable in the current whiskey 
market. 
 
A feature of the 
sawmill was an 
extensive stock 
of both hard 
and softwoods 
air drying in the 

yard and on display in the shop. The shop 
accounts for about 20% of the turnover of 
the business and usually a member of staff is 
present in the shop to serve customers. Jim 
is also a founding member of ASHS and 
Scottish Wood has been providing a site for training and educational courses for many 
years. The Working Woods Scotland (WWS) course which is renowned for bringing together 
a wide variety of people who are interested in the sustainable management of trees and 
forests. Typically course members include a mix of land managers, foresters, furniture 
makers, sawmillers, civil servants and craftworkers who are delivered a detailed content on 
establishment and growing of trees, valuing and processing timber, and maximising value. In 
addition to the course content, the opportunity to network with other course members is 
regarded as a great advantage and this connectivity between the many people involved in 
the sector explains to some degree the success that ASHS has demonstrated in helping the 
Scottish Government deliver its Forestry Strategy. 
 
Real Wood Studios   

On Saturday morning the final visit of the 
tour was to Community Interest Company 
(CIC) Real Wood Studios which is set 
adjacent to the Borders Forest Trust and 
Woodside Walled Garden near Jedburgh. 
The picturesque setting includes a 
collectively managed workshop, 
showroom, sawmill, and timber merchant 
specialising in the use of local, sustainably 
sourced hardwoods. It operates by 
providing an extensive variety of 
workspaces mainly to designer-furniture 
makers who have on-site access to 

machinery and timber resources. We were shown around the site by furniture maker 
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Alasdair Wallace. Real Wood Studios consists of four makers, a violin maker, a sawmiller and 
an administrator but they are currently looking to welcome more people to the creative 
collective. As makers they themselves often act as primary customers for the timber 
processed on the site. Working as part of a collective also requires a degree of flexibility, 
multifunctionality and an ability to offer support in other areas of the business, for example, 
Alasdair also acts as director of the studios and helps with the timber operations.  
 
Timber is processed on site on a recently 
acquired Trakmet horizontal bandsaw, 
the FGS was used to help finance this 
purchase. The timber is air-dried in open 
sheds before final drying in the 
dehumidifier kiln. In addition to good 
stocks of Oak, Ash and Beech, we were 
surprised to see significant stocks of Elm, 
which had recently been bought from 
Edinburgh Council in an auction of 
recently felled trees which had been 
removed to prevent further infection of 
the cities remaining stock of Elms 
(believed to be 1800 individual trees) A 
large woodstore and a smaller shop 
selling more unusual cuts of wood that 
would normally be considered waste 
products but instead bring added value is 
located close to the main workshop. This 
space acts as a point of sale for timber to 
the public and is also a source of timber 
for the resident makers who rent 
workspace from the company. New resident makers are expected to commit to a 3-month 
trial period when they rent a workspace at Real Wood Studios. As well as a range of planers 
and moulders, morticers and saws, the makers can use finishing rooms and a very 
impressive showroom which acts as a point of sale for stock furniture items as well as 
demonstrating the quality of the workmanship available to clients for bespoke furniture 
commissions. With the help of Of Light Studio the company have envisaged a major 
redevelopment to replace the assorted portacabins and sheds in which they are currently 
housed, but as yet the funding for this has not been secured.  
 
We asked Alasdair to comment on the benefits membership of ASHS gives to the business. 
He commented on the mutual support and ability to discuss problems as being a key 
benefit. 
 

https://oflightstudio.co.uk/Real-Wood-Studios-1
https://oflightstudio.co.uk/Real-Wood-Studios-1
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After leaving Real Wood Studios we returned to Wales, inspired by the impact that ASHS are 
having in the sector. We look forward to collaborating with ASHS and exploring the content 
of the WWS course with a view to setting up a similar course here. We also enjoyed the 
opportunity for each of us to learn from each other and see the many facets of operating in 
the timber sector here in Wales. We are all very grateful to Woodknowledge Wales for the 
financial support to undertake this tour. 
 
Summary 
 
250 years ago Scotland was the most deforested country in the United Kingdom with only 
1% of forest cover left, in the last 100 years this figure has increased to approximately 19%. 
Small-scale sawmillers and other members of the ASHS play a vital part in sustaining a wood 
culture at a local and national level benefiting not only the landscape but also the people 
who live in it and the economy. 
 
Participant comments 
 
Ann Burgoyne – “The Timber Industrial Strategy for Wales takes a holistic approach and 
incorporates all parts of the supply chain from tree nurseries through to the businesses 
involved in timber in construction. Attending the study tour gave a detailed overview of how 
ASHS contribute to a sustainable forestry industry supporting prosperity in the rural 
economy with local employment and the purchase of timber direct from private and public 
landowners.” 
 
Anna Dauksta – “Firstly, I feel we have all been inspired, refreshed, and totally boosted by 
our recent study tour in Scotland visiting various members of the ASHS group. It was simply 
wonderful to witness the camaraderie, support, and appreciation each organisation 
described that membership brings to them. The honest and authentic transparency of 
goodwill between members has been utterly inspiring to see and I sincerely hope we can 
create a similar self-sustaining association here in Wales. This truly is an example of a 
sustainable wood culture at a local and national level. Small businesses providing training 
and employment opportunities in their local area whilst utilising not only locally sourced 
hardwoods including less commonly used Cherry, Elm and Lime, but softwoods too, with 
Scottish Larch, Spruce and Douglas Fir playing an important role.  
 
Secondly, if all that wasn’t enough to get excited about then the variety of young people we 
met working in each organisation was an absolute joy to see, their enthusiasm, knowledge 
and aspirations were tangible. One young woman had a complete career change from being 
a nursery nurse and has now achieved her high school dream of working with wood and is a 
sawmill manager at Caledonia Log Homes.  
 
To sum up, I think this trip has been hugely beneficial in more ways than one, with 
Woodknowledge Wales and the group participants that attended realising more outcomes 
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than were perhaps anticipated. For example, some of us are now hoping to attend the 
Working Woods Scotland course in October to bring further learning back to Wales in terms 
of developing a Welsh equivalent. Further to this there is talk of an accredited sawmilling 
course being developed which is of course, right up our street.”  
 
Jake Dauksta – “My main take away from the trip was seeing the interconnectedness of the 
businesses within the ASHS group. The businesses that we visited seemed to be very 
supportive of each other even though they were selling similar or the same products. They 
talked of being able to ask for advice from each other in dealing with technical 
issues. Through their AGM's, various site visits and training they appear to have created a 
friendly and positive culture based on good communication. Personally, I found it very 
beneficial to see how other businesses operate. I haven't visited many sawmills or workshops 
so being able to compare different setups and ideas will feed into how we organise our 
workshop and sawmill.” 
 
Alex Hall – “Fantastic to see the processes being practiced at the mills in Scotland, and 
brilliant to be able to talk directly with the operators and owners about troubleshooting and 
methods being used. 
I enjoyed making new contacts with the professionals that came along on the tour and I am 
looking forward to building my network of people in the industry.” 
 
Jonny Hulson – “It was really inspiring to meet so many successful timber businesses utilising 
the hardwood resource in Scotland. These local timber markets and small sawmills are 
driving the sustainable management of woodlands in Scotland, providing a huge diversity of 
services and high-quality products like home grown elm for artisan furniture and ash for 
flooring in timber-frame buildings. A humbling tour by ASHS, thank you!” 
 
John Sweeny – “After many calls and emails it was wonderful to visit the various businesses 
who are members of ASHS. The enthusiasm for their chosen paths, the sense of community 
and the support for one another was a striking feature of all the businesses we visited. But 
most of all it was the fact that in each business, young people were involved at all levels. This 
bodes well for the future for the sector in Scotland. The work that ASHS does to mentor the 
many roles within the sector, particularly through their Working Woods Scotland course, 
their peer-to-peer learning program and their work to develop skills training for the 
sawmilling sector is inspiring.” 
 
John Sweeny, Small Sawmills Coordinator 
Anna Dauksta, Forestry & Timber Project Manager 
31 May 2024. 
 
 
 


