
Oaks & Amity Report 
 
‘ To plant trees that create a better environment beyond the planter’s lifetime is 
none other than an act of love.’ Joseph Beuys  

 
 
Oaks & Amity, a three-month residency with Deveron Arts became my ‘raison 
d’être’ during 2014/2015. Deveron Arts’ complex and multifaceted commission 
struck a cord with me.  
 
The brief asked for an artist led project that considered the legacy of the First 
World War, connected with the ethos of their ‘Walking Institute’ and utilised the 
trees they had propagated from acorns originating from some of the 7000 oaks 
planted by Joseph Beuys in Kassel. Beuysian ideas of pacifism and ecology 
underlay the brief. 
 
My response was to focus on the battlefields of France and to bring together the 
nations that fought over them – Britain, France and Germany – remembering the 
past while celebrating the present. I proposed to transport French stone from 
beneath the battlefields to British soil and plant them alongside the German 
oaks. The trees would be planted in a place accessible on foot from Huntly, 
encouraging people to appreciate their environment and feel closer to nature 
while creating a touchstone for future generations to celebrate Peace. 
 
When I arrived in Huntly the beauty of the landscape and the openness of the 
people overwhelmed me. I had space to develop my ideas and supportive people 
around me. It took me a while to acclimatise to Deveron Arts’ way of operating, 
growing from strong roots in the community, but I soon came to appreciate it. 
 
These were my points of departure: 

- Start a conversation with the people of Huntly 
- Find a site for the 49 oaks grown from German acorns  
- Make sense of ideas of pacifism and ecology, referring to Joseph Beuys’ 

work and its Scottish connections 
- Explore the legacy of WW1 in Huntly and the amity between France, 

Scotland and Germany that exists today 
- Create a meaningful artwork with and for the community 

 
I engaged with the community through conversations and consultations (the 
Farmer Market), participatory events (Made in Huntly), walks (Remembrance 
Walk), talks (Public debate: Should we be a military free country) and artworks 
(The Sound Of Peace, White Wood). I also immersed myself within existing groups 
and attended meetings, celebrations and charity events. I noticed that there was 
a genuine local interest in the idea of planting an oak wood. 
 
I set about researching the history of Huntly during WWI and came to appreciate 
the significance of conscientious objectors, a ‘conscience close’ added to 
conscription in 1916 that existed only in Britain at that time. I discovered 



disturbing reports of the tribunals of four conscientious objectors from the 
Huntly area in ‘The Huntly Express’. I looked into Quakers’ beliefs and antiwar 
movement in Britain and Europe. It is through this research that the planting 
pattern and concept of the White Wood emerged.  
 
I wanted to create an artwork that reflected on ideas of peace and this led me to 
ask people to identify ‘the sound of peace’. Most cited generic sounds such as 
running water. However, it turned out that when I asked them if I could record 
their ‘sound of peace’ their examples became very personal and specific to place. 
This gave the final piece a rich texture. The work, first presented in The Brander 
Library and later at Pallant House, Chichester, taught me the importance of 
people’s individual responses to the idea of peace. 
 
Many places were suggested as a site for the 49 oaks. I considered all the options 
and visited many sites, accompanied by local people. I was supported in this by 
Steve Brown whose knowledge of forestry and sympathy with the project were 
invaluable. 
 
Ron Brander and Gill Russell opened my eyes to the hidden stories of the 
landscape around Huntly and I began to understand Beuys’ fascination with 
Scotland and its mythology. 
 
In collaboration with forester Steve Brown I came to the conclusion, after 
considering street planting within the town or creating a line of oaks in the 
landscape, that the most effective way to use the 49 oaks would be to combine 
them with other trees to create a wood outside the town that people could walk 
to. We found the perfect site in The Bin, easily accessible by existing footpaths 
and one of several sites offered by The Scottish Forestry Commission. I knew 
instinctively that the site was right; as the archeologist, Colin Shepherd later 
pointed out: ‘you felt it through your feet’. 
 
My concept of literally transporting parts of France to Britain was realised in two 
phases. Firstly, pupils from the Gordon Schools on a history trip to the Somme 
picked up pebbles from Lochnager Crater on 9th June 2014. The same pupils 
helped plant the wood and placed their stones at the roots of the oaks. Secondly, 
I visited quarries in the north of France and chose blocks that would be 
transported to Scotland to be placed in shallow graves beside the oaks, hopefully 
being pushed up to the surface by the tree roots in the future. The large pieces of 
beautiful white limestone are echoes of the many sons of Huntly that lie still in 
French soil.  
 
 
I engaged the support of Huntly’s and further away embroiderers to help mark 
the oaks in The White Wood with flags for the next few years. They will 
embroider quotes by well known peace activists and writers, using the Quaker 
stitch on linen woven in Kirkaldy. Linen weaving has a long history in Scotland 
and Huntly was one of the most important centres during the nineteenth 
century. The flags will float from the official opening day until they fall apart. 



This social action was made possible with the support of locally based artists 
Anne Murray.  
 
The White Wood was conceived and designed embracing ideas of regeneration 
and life. The 49 oak sapling grown at Deveron Arts from acorns originating from 
Beuys’s oaks in Kassel were augmented by 700 silver birch, as well as hawthorn, 
rowan, hazel, other native trees and plants with white flowers. The oaks may 
potentially endure for 1000 years as the wood matures and regenerates around 
them. I hope the wood will inspire new interventions by the people who live 
nearby and perpetuate Beuys’ example of social sculpture.  
 
On Friday morning 27 March, the day designated for the planting, the advance 
guard gathered at Deveron Arts and processed through Huntly bearing the young 
trees, joined by pupils from the Gordon Schools and a party of students visiting 
from Argentina. An hour later we arrived at The Bin, accompanied on the final 
leg to the planting site by a lone piper. Others joined us during the day and on the 
following day. Over 150 participants took part in the planting event. People of all 
ages planted trees together and I was moved by the repeated expression by 
those taking part of the cathartic power of the experience. 

 
I would like to thank all the planters and workers on site, The Rhynie Woman for 
their delicious white food and brewages, the embroiderers, teachers and pupils 
for their contribution. A particular thank you to Claudia Zeiske, director of 
Deveron Arts, and to Elisabetta Rattalino, Catrin Jeans, Alice Maselnikova my 
wonderful assistant, Joss Allen and Steve Brown.   
  
I would like to thank my family for their support and belief in me during my 
absence from home.  
 
Caroline Wendling 
 


