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Humph!’ A wild snort erupts 
from the undergrowth and 
creatures, probably large, 

thunder away, crashing through the 
bushes. The beasts I just disturbed 
were wild boar and they are around 
again in parts of Scotland. I have 
kept enclosed wild boar here at Bamff 
in Perthshire for ten years and have 
often experienced their sudden flight 
on being disturbed. Sometimes it is 
the other way round: I am standing, 
waiting to see beavers emerge from 
their burrows at dusk, when I hear 
wild boar approaching. How long 
will it be before they become aware 
of my presence? Perhaps not at all. 
It depends on the way the wind is 
blowing. The first whiff of human 
scent that reaches them will alert 
them. Then there will be a snort of 
alarm and the group will flee. 

Wild boar are vocal: from the deep 
rumbling sounds of contact to 
noisy screams of dispute and snorts 
of warning. They live in groups of 
sows with their piglets and other 
dependents. The sounder, as such 
groups are called, is led by the alpha 
female. At the time of the rut, males 
join the sounders and compete with 
each other for mating rights. Rival 
males mark trees with their scent, 
dig scrapes in the ground, display 
aggressively to other males, and may 
fight with them. The alpha male is 
the one who succeeds in throwing 

out his rivals and mating 
with the females. At other 
times of the year, the males 
go about the forest on their 
own for the most part. Wild 
boar move gently around the 
woods, feeding on what they 
dig up and communicating 
with each other, making deep 
rumbling sounds as they go. 
If disturbed they can shift; 
these animals are capable of 
running at up to thirty miles 
an hour. Their movement is 
swift and graceful. 

In the broad-leaved forests 
of lowland Europe, a family 

group may occupy about one 
thousand hectares or more, depending 
on the quality of the habitat. The 
boar rove around this loose territory, 
feeding on nuts, berries, roots, 
rhizomes and bulbs. They enjoy 
leatherjackets and other such grubs as 
they find in the soil. They consume 
fungi and occasionally scavenge the 
dead bodies of other animals. They 
are not averse to grass. In short, they 
fulfil their description of omnivores. 
Anyone who has seen a boar retrieve 
a pheasant as it hits the ground after 
being shot will be much impressed by 
its speedy reactions.

Reproduction
The rut starts from late October to 
early November in this part of the 
world and the young are born three 
months, three weeks and three days 
later. As the time of parturition 
approaches, the sows’ teats become 
more prominent and their vulvas 
slacken. They leave the group some 
days before they give birth and 
prepare nests for themselves and their 
young. In the quasi-open situation 
here at Bamff, a couple of sows often 
go to farrow at the same time. They 
do not come in to feed one day, and 
then some days later may sneak in 
without any young. Another couple 
of days may pass and then the sow 
brings her litter of four to six tiny, 
striped piglets with her. She leaves 

them in a safe place and comes right 
in to feed. Unlike sheep and cattle, 
sows are prepared to look after the 
young of other members of the group. 
This seems to be the case so long as a 
piglet has not been absent from the 
wider family group for a time.

The stripy piglets are very hard to 
see; sometimes the first you are aware 
of their presence is what seems like 
a whirl of dead leaves as they arrive 
with their mother. Lying in a group 
under a branch, a group of little 
ones is all but invisible thanks to the 
eye-deceiving disruptive patterning. 
It is at this time, when the piglets 
are very young, that wild boar 
sows can be dangerous. The classic 
encounter occurs when a dog off its 
lead notices an interesting smell and 
enters the bush where the sow and 
her litter are resting. The sow thinks 
‘Wolf!’ and rushes after the dog who, 
terrified, legs it back to its human for 
protection. The dog may be lucky to 
escape with a cut and the human with 
shock. Otherwise, my experience is 
that the sow will stand up and look at 
you, the intruder, to let you know not 
to come too close. You, the intruder, 
then avoid the sow and her young. 

Forest impact
What about the impacts of these pigs 
on the landscape and the humans 
who live in it and believe that it 
belongs to them? Farmers don’t much 
like them because they can disturb 
arable crops, particularly potatoes and 
root crops, such as swedes and sugar 
beet, and uproot the grass turfs in 
rotational pasture. In countries such 
as France and Germany, where wild 
boar numbers have been allowed to 
build up, herds can become large and 
in consequence much damage can be 
done to crops on a farm in just one 
night. 

In suitable numbers, on the other 
hand (and that depends on the 
habitat and management by humans), 
wild boar play an important part 
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in the woodland ecosystem. Their 
turning over of the forest floor 
aerates the soil and promotes natural 
regeneration of woodland, while 
giving insectivorous birds and other 
animals a chance to get at their 
prey. The tussles with rotting fallen 
tree trunks in search of invertebrate 
life speed up the recycling of 
nutrients. Wild boar make a valuable 
contribution to the development and 
maintenance of micro-habitats. 

In those places where wild boar 
are abundant to the point of being 
regarded as pests, the problem they 
have become is largely the fault, if 
blame must be cast, of the hunting 
interest. Hunters crave trophies; in 
the case of the boar these are the 
tusks that the males grow, which 
become longer and 
more impressive with 
age. From the point 
of view of managing 
a population it is 
important to keep the 
numbers of young 
down, but if trophies 
are the objective of 
management it is 
necessary to keep 
numbers up. Is there a 
parallel in this country 
in the way red deer are 
managed?

Culture
After their long 
absence from the 
British Isles, there 
are some hundreds 
of wild boar living in 
parts of England and 
it is clear that they are 
back in Scotland too. 
A population is known 
to live in Lochaber, 
having originated from 
an escapee. James Scott 
of Scottish Natural 
Heritage told me, 
“they are popping up 
all over the place”.

The past presence 
of wild boar in our 
countryside is reflected 
in the survival of 
place names referring 
to the species. Near 

here, in Glenisla, is Badanturc, ‘the 
Boars’ thicket’. Pictish carved stones 
depict wild boar; the Boar Stone at 
Knocknagael outside Inverness and the 
stone in the museum at St. Vigeans 
in Angus, which shows a bowman 
hunting wild boar, being examples. 
At the head of Glen Shee, above the 
Spittal, rises Ben Gulabin, site of 
Diarmaid’s fight with the magic boar. 
Legend has it that the magic boar’s 
death at Diarmaid’s hands led to the 
hero’s own end after he had paced the 
length of the monster and had his feet 
pierced by the poisonous spines that 
lined the boar’s back. 

It is good that wild boar are back in 
Scotland. Their absence impoverished 
our landscape, ecologically and 
culturally, while the species’ long 

presence here is something to which 
place-names and the carved stones 
of our Pictish forebears attest. 
Besides, their absence has removed 
an important element from the 
regenerative capacity of our remaining 
forests, a capacity that needs to be 
restored.

Over the last 30 years Paul Ramsay 
of Bamff, an environmentalist, has 
planted many acres of woodland, mostly 
of native species, and recreated many 
acres of wetland by the re-introduction of 
some European beavers, which are now 
breeding successfully in large enclosures. 
Paul also keeps a herd of wild boars in 
the woods. More information on wild 
boar at www.treesforlife.org.uk/forest/
species/wildboar.html
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Above and left: Wild boar in the 
wood. Photos: Harriet Warner


