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Alder 
 
In the fifteenth of a series of articles 
on Raasay’s flora, botanist STEPHEN 
BUNGARD takes a look at Alder. 

 

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) grows naturally in 

wet soil along burns and beside lochs. It can 

also survive in drier situations and grows well 

from seed. It has been included in the mix 

for native tree planting schemes on Raasay. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Alder colonising a ditch in West 
Suisnish © Stephen Bungard 

 
 

Alder is unusual in being able to grow in 

water-logged ground – indeed its red roots 

can sometimes be seen actually growing in 

water. The wood is resistant to rot which 

explains why much of Venice is built on Alder 

piles. It also coppices well. The roots also 

have nodules containing nitrogen-fixing 

bacteria of the genus Frankia, which means 

that Alder can thrive in nutrient-poor soils 

and over time improve the quality of the soil 

it has colonised. 

 

The small cone-like woody fruits will be 
familiar as they can stay on the tree all year. 
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Other species have similar cones. Red alder 

(Alnus rubra) has been planted at Oskaig but 

other species known on Skye, Alnus cordata 

(Italian Alder) and Alnus incana (Grey Alder), 

have not been recorded here. 

 

Several galls can be found on the Raasay 

trees including small mite-induced blemishes 

on leaves. Taphrina alni is a fungus that 

causes the spectacular Alder Tongue Gall, a 

chemically induced distortion of female Alder 

catkins that only reached the Highlands in 

the past twenty years or so. Despite its 

startling effects on the seed-bearing cones, 

there seem to be plenty of saplings near 

infected trees. 
 

Alder Tongue Gall 
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Stephen is Vice-county Recorder for the 

Botanical Society of Britain & Ireland for 

Skye, Raasay and the Small Isles. His 

website, including Flora of Raasay, can be 

found at www.tinyurl.com/Raasayflora OR 

www.bit.ly/Raasay, and his botanical blog 

can be found at 

www.skyeraasayplants.wordpress.com 


