
Management of the course and its surrounds 
 

This document sets out to explain the rationale behind the management of the environment of 
Hollinwell as a whole with specific reference to the management of trees.  
 
In 2011 a Course Policy Document was compiled in order to prevent captains or chair of greens 
deviating from a clear strategy that had been set out in some detail about the direction that the 
management of the course should take. A great deal of thought, along with input from expert advisers, 
took place in compiling this document. We continue to act on the guidance of our experts who include 
Alistair Beggs, the R&A agronomist who oversees our Final Open Qualifiers, our consultant expert 
Gordon Irvine who is a Master Greenkeeper and Martin Ebert, an International Golf Architect. The 
management of the environment is also overseen by Sherwood Forest Trust, Natural England, the 
RSPB and The Nottinghamshire Wildlife Trust. 
  
The Course Policy Document is available for members to view on the club’s website. The introduction 
warrants reproducing here: 
Notts. Golf Club is possibly the best example of a lowland heath golf course in the UK. Twenty 
percent of the world’s lowland heath is in the UK, 80% of British lowland heathland had been lost 
since 1800 – 17% in the last 50 years. The conditions associated with lowland heath, namely dense 
heather and acidic grassland, support an extraordinarily rich variety of wildlife including a 5000 
species of invertebrate. 
In March 2010 Notts. GC entered into a plan with Natural England to manage the course and this 
brings in revenue to help promote biodiversity…  Additionally, there is a Forestry Management plan 
where the conifer woodland bordering the course, and enclosed copses within the course, are being 
managed over a 25 year period… 
Donald Steel (renowned golf course architect) composed a report in 1999 following an inspection of 
the course and a brief to comment on the composition and layout of the holes.  His opening 
comments included reference to the fact that Hollinwell is in the finest traditions of British Golf. 
“It is full of character and demanding a high degree of cunning where shot making skills are 
concerned.  Hollinwell rewards the good and punishes the bad, an essential requirement of a 
great course.  The natural character of the terrain is pleasantly undulating; however, the 
landscape is becoming too enclosed to the detriment of play.  There are plenty of woodland 
courses but only one Hollinwell.  Rejoice and keep it that way.” 
The course is being restored to its original principles through tree removal, heather development and 
gorse management along with the promotion of fine grasses. This strategy is regularly reviewed by 
the greens committee with the help of specialist advisers and this is implemented by the course 
manager and monitored by the club manager. 
 
Background 
There are many misconceptions about the amount of ancient woodland that existed in the United 
Kingdom in the last two thousand years and particularly in relation to Nottinghamshire because of the 
renown of Sherwood Forest. Before 1919 the term ‘forest’ did not equate to densely packed trees. 
The term forest was purloined after the Forestry Commission started planting swathes of Scots pine 
commercially for wood to harvest which are incidentally poor for plant and animal diversity. Before 
then the term forest meant open spaces between areas of woodland where hunting and grazing took 
place. The combination of deer, cattle, sheep, and rabbits preserved heathland where fine grasses 
and heather could survive. It is of interest that the area that is Hollinwell was heathland for 
approximately two millennia and that when the Domesday book was written, unlike the perception of 
many film makers, only an estimated 12.5% of the whole of Sherwood Forest was wooded and the 
rest was heathland (Oliver Rackham, Trees and Woodland of the British landscape).  
 
Maps from Herman Moll in 1724, John Chapman 1774 (Figure 1 below), John Carey 1801 (Figure 2) 
and Geo Sanderson 1836 (Figure 3) show that the area of Hollinwell was heathland and any 
woodland was further east or north. There were sparse copses of alder, larch, birch and some rows of 
planted common silver pine but there were few oak trees with one isolated ‘mile oak’ towards thieves 
Wood.  
 



 
 

Figure 1 Map by John Chapman 1774 (the line down the middle is binding)  
 

 
 

Figure 2 Map by John Carey 1801 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Map by Geo Sanderson 1836 
 
 
Photographs taken when the course opened in 1901, and for several years afterwards, confirm that 
Hollinwell was heathland with very few trees (Figures 4 – 7 below) with the exception of copses 
around the ponds and to the right of the current 9th and 10th greens (Figures 8&9). 
 



 

 
 
 

Figures 4-7 Views of Hollinwell taken 1901 to 1912 
 

 
 

Figures 8 and 9 showing trees right of current 9th green and ponds 
 
Tom Williamson was not only the club professional at Hollinwell, he was very involved in its 
development because of the introduction of the Haskell ball and he also oversaw the management of 
the greens and greens staff from 1901 until 1946. He submitted detailed carbon copied reports to the 
Green Committee which were invariably accepted. He wrote about any changes to the layout of the 
course in detail as well as problems with the incursion of gorse, but never made a request for any 
trees to be planted. So, it is surprising to find the following item in the minutes of the Green committee 
on 8th October 1938: “To purchase stakes and necessary wire netting for enclosing 1,100 trees which 
were being given by the Dunrobin estate, Scotland” (see Figure 10 below). There is no mention 
before or after this item about planting of trees in either the Green Committee or General Committee 
minutes.  



 

Figure 10 Minutes of the Green Committee 8th October 1938 

The oaks, copper beech and sweet chestnut trees that are now found at Hollinwell can be aged using 
a formula that looks at their circumference at 4ft height. Many are about 80 years old and the rest are 
younger. This would fit in with the photographic evidence we have. For example, in 1932 there is no 
sign of an oak tree behind the 13th green (Figure11).  
 

 
 

Figure 11. The 13th green in 1932. Note no oak tree behind the green.  
In 1929 a bunker over the back of the green was grassed over.  

 
It seems that these trees were given by the Dunrobin estate, owned by the 5th Duke of Sutherland 
(situated near Dornoch in Scotland). The 7th Duke of Portland was the club captain in 1937 and it is 
possible that his connection with the 5th Duke of Sutherland, the owner of the Dunrobin estate, might 
have been responsible for this gift. The 7th Duke of Portland and the 5th Duke of Sutherland were 
both Conservative politicians and served under Stanley Baldwin. The 7th Duke of Portland worked in 
the treasury and later on for the Joint Intelligence Committee. The 5th Duke of Sutherland was Under-
secretary of State for Air and then Under-secretary of State for War. The 7th Duke of Portland owned 
118,000 acres in Caithness around Braemore and Langwell, the former being less than 20 miles from 
the 5th Duke of Sutherland’s estate. Therefore, they were two of a kind, both Dukes, Conservatives 
and landowners with neighbouring estates.  
It seems probable that the late 5th Duke of Sutherland gave the trees to his friend, the 7th Duke of 
Portland. Thanks to the archivist for the Welbeck Estate it has also been established that Ivy Gordon-
Lennox, Duchess of Portland and the wife of the 7th Duke of Portland had a maternal aunt who was 
Millicent Leveson-Gower, the Duchess of Sutherland. The Welbeck estate have several photograph 
albums which show Ivy visiting them at Dunrobin Castle. Ivy’s children, Anne and Victoria, were 
encouraged to play golf and there are several photographs in the Welbeck collection of them as 
children practising their golf swings. In any event, it was either the 5th Duke of Sutherland or the 
Duchess, who were responsible for donating the trees.   



 
In the early 1800s, Sir Charles Barry remodelled Dunrobin castle and its gardens. There is a formal 
garden surrounded by woodland made up mostly of oak with some horse and sweet chestnut, and a 
few copper beech trees, amongst others - and very few, if any, Scots pine (Figure 12).  
 
 

 
 

Figure 12. Dunrobin castle and some of its estate today. 
 
There are also many broad-leaved trees also around Langwell House, part of the 7th Duke of 
Portland’s estate in Scotland. The 5th Duke of Sutherland was one of the wealthiest people in the 
country, (not that the 7th Duke of Portland was poor - he also owned 43,000 acres at Welbeck, 
London property, three collieries, one nine-hole golf course, the Caithness estate, paintings and 
jewellery).  
It seems likely, that the two Dukes thought that planting trees at Hollinwell, which was bare heathland, 
would enhance its appearance. This is remembering that the Sutherland estate and the Welbeck 
estate had been landscaped with broad leaved trees. It was a gift that could hardly have been refused 
by Notts. Golf Club or Tom Williamson. It looks as though the idea was never discussed at committee 
or proposed by Tom Williamson in writing. The only mention in the club records is the request for 
posts and fencing to deal with the trees already referred to. It wouldn’t have been the first time that a 
major decision affecting the club never reached the committee for debate! 

Phil Stain, the course manager, says: “This is very interesting, everyone just assumes they (the trees) 
arrived naturally-to think that the majority were planted is fascinating. I suppose at the time the open 
heath may have been considered uninteresting. What’s also interesting is the number of copper 
beech in the wood between 7, 8 and 15, they seem quite out of place. It may be that they were 
planted to create that area of woodland. The woodland has been invaded since by scrub birch (which 
would have been native to the area) and oak. We’ve also removed some significant sycamores from 
around the 8th well, quite unusual that they’re only in that area. It all ties in with what you’ve found, 
there was a huge specimen beech to the left of the 10th and we have a few isolated sweet chestnuts, 
one on the 10th and the others around the 7th. We also had a very large beech behind our new shed 
and another one on the track to 8A; most are single specimen trees which suggest they were planted 
deliberately. It looks as if most of the planting may have been done around the 7th, 8th and 15th, with 
individual trees planted across the rest of the course, the oaks between 14th and 15th a classic 
example of someone trying to separate fairways perhaps. The wood to the left of the 9th tees is also 
perfectly placed to block the view of the 9th as you play 14th. You could go on - the trees behind the 
6th green and 7th tees, some large oaks, perfectly separating the 7th from the 15th. Even the oak 
behind 13th, like a full stop, to denote the end of one hole and the start of the next, a small insight into 
how people were thinking at the time perhaps. It all makes perfect sense.” 

Neither Duke nor the Duchess may have fully appreciated the repercussions of this generous gift, and 
the way in which, over the next eighty years, it would start to transform a heathland course into a 
parkland course. This is not an isolated example, as the amount of heathland remaining in north 
Nottinghamshire is approximately 2% of that recorded in 1887. The Nottinghamshire Wildlife Trust 



estimates that since 1927, 90% of heathland has been lost in Nottinghamshire and a more recent 
report by Neil Glasson in February 2007 “Heathland loss in Nottinghamshire since 1922” confirms this 
(*see two references at the end). The report recounts that “Heathland is an internationally threatened 
habitat identified as a priority under European Law.” On this basis, Sherwood Forest Trust, the 
Nottinghamshire Wildlife Trust and the Heathland Trust are working with Hollinwell to redress this 
situation and increase the amount of heathland. It is not only trees that are precious (they incidentally 
need to be thinned out as woods ability to harbour species diminishes if they are let alone), but 
heathland is also, equally if not more, precious in supporting biodiversity.  

This is being done primarily under the Country Stewardship Scheme, although since Ian McLachlan 
raised this issue within the club, the ethos of the club has been to restore the heathland.  

Heathland restoration 
The heathland restoration at Hollinwell raises the question as to how far the wide areas of fine 
grasses and heather should be reinstated.  In 1947, aerial photographs show how much woodland 
was present at the time (Figure 13), and this is supported by contemporaneous ordnance maps. 
Photographs as recently as the late 1950s show few trees (Figures 14 and 15). It would seem 
reasonable to try to return the area of heathland to that of 1947 in order to support the wide variety of 
species that would be supported by heathland, interspersed by some trees. One pragmatic exception 
is the area on the north side of the course where the Forestry Commission planted Scots Pine in the 
1950s - here Sherwood Forest Trust envisage that deciduous trees should grow in their place when 
the current planted trees are thinned out or die.  
A major problem for the viability of the heather, as well as for course maintenance, is the number of 
fallen oak leaves. Oak leaves are slow to decompose and are ‘raked’ by the heather, collecting within 
it and causing it to die back. Alistair Beggs, agronomist for the R&A, has gone as far as to say that 
“oak trees shouldn’t be on a heathland course.”  
A compromise might be that oak trees are allowed to grow within woodland, where they can succeed 
the scots pine that will die over the next decade, on much of the periphery of the course to form a 
barrier, and the woodland present in 1947. However, the majority that were planted in 1938 to create 
a parkland style of course should gradually be removed over time. It is easy to understand how some 
people find it difficult to reconcile recent talk of the climate change emergency and the loss of rain 
forest in the Amazon with tree removal on their golf course. It is a significant task to explain the 
conservation reasons behind restoring heathland - and even then, some opinions differ.  

 

Figure 13. 1947 aerial photographs with woodland highlighted 



 
 

Figures 14 and 15. Hollinwell in 1959. 3rd green left, 18th green right. 
 

If we look to those external bodies who assess these matters in 2016 Notts Golf Club was certified by 
the Golf Environment Organisation, an international non-profit body dedicated to promoting sound 
ecological and sustainability practice in and through golf.  Whilst achieving this eco-label was a pre-
requisite of the R&A for hosting Final Open Qualifying, GEO certification is really a recognition of the 
wonderful quality and diversity of the course and its environs. It is also recognition of the huge amount 
of work over recent years to return this part of the Royal Forest of Sherwood to its original heathland 
habitat whilst simultaneously providing a Championship standard golf course. Our credentials were 
examined by the Official Ecologist to the R&A Championship Committee dealing with all ecological 
sensitivities on Open Championship Courses, Bob Taylor. The opening paragraph of his report 
underlines how impressed he was: 
Notts Golf Club is one of the premier nature conservation sites within the UK, it is every bit a nature 
reserve as it is a golf course and indeed is well known for its nature conservation interests UK wide. 
The course lies within plantation woodland but is essentially heathland in character and this has been 
brought out by the ongoing management that is provided by the green staff on behalf of the club. Tree 
and scrub management heath regeneration all backed by grazing are key to retaining the 
conservation interests at Nott’s golf club and all are being undertaken on a routine basis. This course 
is a prime exemplar and ambassador for best conservation management practice something that has 
evolved in line with experience and with regular close working with the local wildlife groups. The 
whole of the conservation management is overseen and monitored by the Sherwood Forest Trust and 
through regular and ongoing discussions with Natural England, The Wildlife Trusts and The 
Nottinghamshire Wildlife Trust.  
 
A recent review in FineGolf https://finegolf.co.uk/2020/06/09/hollinwell-leads-inland-conservation/ is 
headed “Hollinwell gives conservation lead to inland courses” outlines the journey that the course is 
on and gives Hollinwell the highest ‘joy-to-be-alive’ rating.  
 
The oak tree behind the 13th green 
The problem is that it casts a shadow over the green, especially in winter (see Fig 16.). This not only 
means that with a frost it is one of the last greens to come off being a temporary green, but this also 
makes it much more susceptible to fusarium. It is in winter months that the green is most affected. 
You may remember the state of our greens approximately twelve years ago after fusarium and this is 
the likely outcome for this green if we do nothing according to our experts. Unless it is removed before 
it gets much larger the green will deteriorate as the tree gets larger. The tree also reduces air 
movement, particularly from the normal south westerly wind, that maintains moisture levels that 
encourage fungal disease and meadow grass. It is a fine specimen but not old enough to qualify for 
the ancient tree inventory. Hollinwell has many more oak trees elsewhere that do not affect a green or 
tee where there are no plans to remove the majority of them. As for its age a photograph taken from 
‘A Round with Alliss’ in 1979 shows it as you look up to the 13th green from the 14th fairway (Fig 17).  



 

Fig 16 Shadow cast over the 13th green 
 

 
 
Fig 17 The oak tree behind the 13th green (red arrow) is seen in 1979 looking up toward the 13th 
green from the 14th fairway. 
 
The Course Policy Document goes into detail about the management of all the surfaces, the rough, 
gorse, as well as trees: 
“Trees causing damage or with potential to cause damage will be considered for removal. In addition, 
trees affecting the playing surfaces in an adverse way may also be considered for removal. No tree 
removal will be undertaken without appropriate discussions having taken place between the Course 
Manager and the Green Committee; any proposals will have to be sanctioned by the General 
committee. Licences, if required, must also be obtained from the appropriate authority. The Club can 
fell up to five cubic meters of timber in each calendar quarter without a licence. Monthly quotas cannot 
be carried forward or added together and must be adhered too. Small or scrub trees can be removed 
without restriction provided the diameter of the trunk is below 8cm at approx. chest  
height. Notts. Golf Club will ensure staff are adequately trained and qualified in relation to the use of 
chainsaws and felling of trees. This will ensure appropriate guidelines are followed and the health & 
safety of all staff involved.” 
 
We hope that this document helps you to understand the rationale behind the management of the 
course and its surrounds.   

*http://www.nottsbag.org.uk/pdfs/LowlandheathlandHAP121011minusmap.pdf 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01426398708706218?journalCode=clar20 


